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General Introduction
When considering a topic 1·or my thesis, I wanted to do something
involving Southern Literature, perhaps because of my Southern roots.
Of course, the great Southern novelists such as Warren and Faulkner
:mmediately came to mind, but so much had been written on these two
nen that I wondered how I might come up with a fresh approach.

When

a little known contemporary Southern novelist, William Hoffman, was
suggested to me as a possibility, I was greatly interested.
the idea of doing somet.hing different.

I liked

Not only did this novelist offer

ne new territory to explore, but also here wa.s an opportunity to meet
and talk with the author himself.

I immediately read his seven novels

and knew that I had found a topic about which 1 could truly get excited.
:tis novels involve real people and his themes are truly Southern.
Mr. Hoffman, who confesses that much of his work is autobiogra
phical, is a novelist of great talent.

Unfortunately, he has not

received the recognition that he so deserves.

In Mr. Hoffman I found

a writer with great power of description and one with obvious sensitivity
and frankness.

Meeting this man was a great thrill for me.

Mr. Hoffman,

�ho is originally from West Virginia but who now resides on a farm in
Charlotte Court House, Virginia,with his wife and two daughters, was
as sensitive and frank as his novels.

He talked openly about his life

and his works and what events have influenced both.
Hoffman has seven published novels:
Yellow Leaf, !., Place f2::_

& Head,

At this time Mr.

� Trumpet Unblown, Days � �

Yancey's �, �- Dark Mountains, !_ � �

2
�he River, and A ---Death of --Dreams.
-

An eighth novel is presently being

revised for publication.

In an interview with William Hoffman he says that he is an auto
biographical writer who uses "what he hears and sees" in his novels.
Many incidents in his life that have had a great effect on him become
themes and subjects for his novels.

For example, at the mention of

war Hoffman says he "withered with it," and it is directly or indirectly
related to the theme in many of his novels.
effects on

him

Because of war and its

his own idealism shattered. This breakdown of idealism,

this idea that "every man can be broken," also becomes a major subject
with which Hoffman deals.1

Another incident that influenced Hoffman was the separation from
his father at the age of seven and their eventual reunion thirty-five
years later.

This may account for the preoccupation Hoffman has with

the father-son relationship in a majority of his novels, a relation
ship that sometimes ends with a reunion or hope for a reunion.
Though most of Hoffman's nov ls are set in Virginia, he actually
grew up in West Virginia in the home of his grandmother. Because of
Hoffman's close proximity to the coal mines and because of his conver
sations with his father who worked for a time in the mines, Hoffman
became interested in coal mining which becomes the subject of one of
his novels.

From his father he learned of his great-grandfather who

immigrated from Ireland.

One can see Hoffman's obvious admiration

for men like his great-grandfather, because like James MacGlaughlin in
lpersonal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.

3
The Dark Mountains, his great-grandfather began with nothing and built
------·
a coal mining empire. Many other characters in Hoffman's novels, like
his great-granct1·ather, begin with nothing, work hard, and become
successful.
Further discussions with Hoffman reveal that he believes there
is a natural division of his novels.

He believes that his first four

books, � Trumpet Unblown, Days ��Yellow Leaf,

! � .f2!:. t!l_

Head, and�� Mountains, are "negative with no hope intended,"
and the last three books, t.ancey' s War,
Death

2f. Dreams

! � � 2_ River,

ana

!

have a "change in attitude" with "hope intended." By

his own admission he feels that he was "hostile and antagonistic to
values and society" in early years, but as he grows older the "rage
and betrayal mellow. 11 2

This change is probably the reason that he

believes a feeling of hope is present in the later novels.

Some

readers, however, may disagree that all of Hoffman's earlier novels
are as negative as he intended.

The process from novels with hopeless

endings for the protagonist to ones with hopeful endings is perhaps
more gradual than he realizes.
Hoffman's first published book is� Trumpet Unblown �1�5,).
(� Trumpet Unblown was actually the second book written by Hoffman;
���Yellow� was the first.)

He says that this novel,

which relates his experiences in the medical corps during World War II
is purely autobiographical. For a man who was "brought up to believe
in heroism, 11 the medical corps seemed a ''Perversion" where 11a call to
2Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
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heroism never sounded. 113 Thus the title,� Trumpet Unblown, becomes
significant.
'l'he protagonist of the novel, Tyree Shelby, an idealistic youth
who has romantic visions of war and of being a hero, finds himself in
the medical corps which follows infantry units all over Europe during
World War II
Badge

to attend the wounded. Like Henry Fleming in � �

£!. Courage

glory ••• .,4

who "delight[s) ••• in the thought of winning
Shelby believes war is glorious; he soon finds these

ideas shattered as he faces the gory and bloody deaths around him and
as he performs duties that "belonged rightfully only to doctors and
nursea. 115

The various characters that he meets dw-ing these experiences

reinforce his disillusionment:

Moody, the intellectual alcoholic who

is much like Shelby himaelfJ Petras, who tries to buy his way through
the warJ and Blizzard, the sadist.
Finally escaping the medical corps and joining an infantry unit,
Shelby has his one opportunity to show heroism; however, he finds that
he is a coward. This experience is the final breaking point which
leads to lu.s eventual collapse and subsequent stay in a mental hospital.
At the end of the novel he returns to his southern, rather aristocratic
family but discovers he can no longer accept their way of life.
Hoffman wrote��� Yellow� (195 9) first, but it was his
second published novel and is set in a small town in West Virginia.
3personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
4John Frazer, "Crime and Forgiveness" in !h2, � adge 2!, t:ourage:
!!!, Authoritative Text, ed . by Sculley Bradley et. al. (New York: W. w•
.Norton and Company, Inc., 1976), p. 313.
5William Hoffman, � Trumpet Unblown (New York:
Company, Inc., 1955), p. 120.

Ibubleday and

5
The story, through flashbacks, takes the reader through pre-depression
days to post-depression days. The father in the story is Will Young, a
hard�working, tough, coarse man who pulls himself up from nothing to
become a wealthy bank president. His son, Tod, the protagonist in the
story, is a sensitive, thoughtful young man who does not want to hurt
anything or anyone. The personalities of the son and father are so
different that one cannot understand the other, and they are in constant
conflict.

While Will would prefer to be outdoors killing game, Tod

would rather be with his grandfather restoring antiques.
Tod's visit to Swann Street, a section of town where the poor and
"broken" live, has a profound effect on him. Tod has a difficult time
coming to terms with his family's wealth which he contrasts with how
little these people have.

Somehow he feels responsible for them:

He had lived for so many years without
realizing the simple truth that everyone is
responsible for hurt. Now he knew if a man
were stepped on anywhere, it was his own
foot too. That's what his father had never
been able to see. To his father these were
simply bums, too lazy to better themselves.6
Tod marries Grace, a girl from the "other side or the tracks." She
is 11the best thing that had ever happened to him, 11 7 and she helps him
cope with the turmoil in his mind. Because of her he goes to work
for his father. Shortly, however, not being able to come to terms with
the idea that he is taking money from his father, money he feels his
6Wi.lliam Hoffman, Days in the Yellow Leaf (Conn.:
Publications, Inc., 19591';-p:-Jy.
7Hoffman, Days in the Yellow Leaf, p. 16.

Fawcett

6

father "stepped on toes" to get ., he leaves to achieve success on his own
merits.

He works extremely hard, taking two jobs to make ends meet and

to prepare for the birth of their first child.
night job when Grace miscarries.

Tod is working his

Grace blames him for the miscarriage .,

for not being there when she needed him.

Grace eventually breaks down

and pushes Tod beyond his point of endurance.

The Grace that had

"lifted him up" and helped him cope was also the cause of his downfall.
He, who abhors killing and hurting, commits the ultimate hurt--murder.
He murders his friend and Grace.

!

Place

!2£ & �

Symbolically, he murders his grace.

(1960) is Hoffman's th. ird novel.

For any

Farmville ., Virginia ., resident this book would be especially interesting
because the story is set in a fictionalized version of Farmville during
the days before integration.

The main character is Angus Mccloud ., a

lawyer, whose family has lived in the small town of Mccloud for genera
tions.

At the beginning of the novel he is 11 a dead man ., 11 afraid to

take responsibility, afraid to get involved in life.

But through the

love of a woman, Caroline Gainer, a high society woman whom he has
worshipped for years, he comes out of his lethargy.
takes on t.ne first real case of his career.

Because of her he

This case, defending a

black man in the community, meets with much criticism from many people
of the white community, because the black man's defense involves a
well-respected, wealthy white family.

What Angus does not realize is

that the black man, Edwin Trent, wants to lose t.he case to help further
the cause of black men; therefore, Trent chooses the least likely
lawyer to win the case--Angus.

Ironically ., Angus does not lose the

7
case and becomes a well-known, respected lawyer almost overnight.

But

his fame is short-lived when he finds that Caroline--his idealized
woman--has only used him (thinking him "safe") to make her husband,
George, jealous. When Caroline, who brought Angus 11back to life," leaves
him, he becomes once again 11a dead man."
When Hoffman discusses his next novel,�� Mountains (1963),
he invokes Robert Penn Warren's novel

fil.2- King's� which
8

believes is a ''most beautifully crafted book. 11

he

Following Warren I s

technique, Hoffman uses the dual protagonist in his fourth book. James
MacGlaughlin is the character that is based on Hoffman's great-grandfather.
Hoffman's fascination with coal. mining led him to talk with miners and
to visit mines himself.

Getting views from both miners and management,

he creates a highly realistic novel of three generations of the coal
mining MacGlaughlin family during the years of the development of the
labor unions. James MacGlaughlin, a Scotch immigrant, accomplishes the
American dream. Through hard work, he establishes a coal mining empire
that he rirmly ru.Les, yet he is a likeable character. Not only does he
rule his miners, but he rules his family as well:
his only surviving child, whose children are her

his daughter, Sara,
11

crosses 11 to bear; his

grandson, Jamie, a womanizer who will do anything to keep from being
lik:e his dandy, aristocratic father, William St. George; and Faith,

s

granddaughter, a delicate, sickly young woman who tries to protect her
father from the roughness of the MacGlaughlins.

In the midst of this

family comes Paul Crittenden, a friend of Jamie's, who learns much from
8personal interview wi�h William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.

them.
The major conflict in the novel exists between James and the labor
unions.

James, believing that his land is God-given, that he is being

"rewarded for taking risks and undergoing hardships, 119 tries desperately
to keep the unions out of his mountains.

He doesn't feel that it is

fair that they are trying to take over something that he has worked so
hard to build.

In the end the union organizers wreak chaos on his

mountains, and his empire is destroyed.
Hoffman again uses the dual protagonist in his fifth published
novel, Yancey's� ll966).

A young man, Charles Elgar, tells Marvin

Yankovitch Yancey's story.

Yancey rises up from the coal mines of West

Virginia to become a wealthy businessman.
however, are corrupt and shady.
every man has his price.

His business dealings,

This corrupt man learns early that

He bribes a beautiful woman into becoming his

wife to add to his possessions.

That this man wants to leave all his

comforts and enlist in the infantry during World War II seems strange.
He is a soft, fat man who cannot meet the Army's standards.

Nevertheless,

he moves up in the ranks, for here, too, he finds that men can be bought.
In his rise through the ranks, younger and more qualified comrades are
passed over, such as his 11buddy" Charles Elgar.
War I, Yancey outshines everyone.

A 11hero 11 in World

His medals for heroism, however,

were falsely earned, because, in actuality, Yancey had acted cowardly.
His reasons for wanting to serve in \tk>rld War II stem from his desire
Hoffman, The Dark Mountains (New York:
Company, Inc., 196 3), p7"15�
9 William

Doubleday and

9

to prove himself to his beautiful, unfaithful wife whom he truly loves.
Some of the funniest scenes in the novel occur when Yancey is
unable to cope with his command; he upsets carefully planned combat
maneuvers, gives a party (to ingratiate himself with his commanding
officer) that turns into an orgy, and causes his new command, a laundry
unit, to go awry.

When Yancey accidentally leads the non-combat laundry

unit into enemy fire, he becomes a cowardly, spineless jellyfish who
crouches in fear.

In the end, however, he has one moment of bravery

which seems to say something of human nature;
Human beings are now and then capable of
rising above themselves. Only now and then,
but it's the best part of us. No matter how
corrupt, degraded, and filthy we become, we
can commit acts which are far more than the
total of ourselves ••• a man brave for one
second--and everybody has a second of bravery
in him--can change the course of history.lo
In further discussion of this novel Hoffman says that it is a
counterpart to� Trumpet Unblown.

Shelby, in� Trumpet Unblown, and

rancey in Yancey's� both show cowardice, but Yancey has one moment

01' bravery which is an "affirmation of t.he heroic. n 11

In still another novel, !, � � � River ll970), Hoffman uses
i;he dual protagonist. At the beginning of the story, Jackson LeJohn

-------

is a 11dead man." Like Angus in A Place for My Head, he is no longer
able to get involved in life.

But through the course of the story he

changes because of what he learns from his young girlfriend, Valerie,
1�lliam Hoffman, Yance 's � lNew York:
y
Inc., 1966), p. 368.

IX>ubleday and Company,

11Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
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and what he learns 1·rom Paul Elgin, the minister of his small town
church.

Paul has been accused of attempting to rape Caroline Gaines,

the wife of the wealthiest and most influential man in town.
wants him to resign.
guilty man.

The church

The strange thing is that he does not act like a

Jackson LeJohn, being the chairman of the church, must

find out the truth.

ln doing so he unravels the story of Paul Elgin.

He discovers that as a young man Paul lived a rather corrupt life.
During this period of his life he wrecked a car in which a girl he
loved was killed.

This wreck affected him deeply.

Returning to his

hometown, he experiences a religious conversion and becomes a minister.
In his past life Paul knew a girl named Rosey, a girl from a lowly
background who was used by men.
cated Caroline Gaines.

That girl had become the cool, sophisti

Not wanting her background known, she tries to

make sure that Paul keeps her secret.

Attempting to seduce Paul, she

lies to protect herself wnen her husband returns home unexpectedly.
When the congregation forces Paul to defend himself, he, Caroline,
and Jackson are the only ones who know the truth.

Paul wants the

congregation to know that he is innocent, but he realizes that he will
have to ruin Caroline for them to know the truth and for him to save
himself.

Symbolically, he becomes a Christ figure, sacrificing himself

to save Caroline.

What Jackson learns from this event causes him to

be "baptized" into life.
Hoffman's fast•paced seventh novel, Ji Death £f. Dreams (1973), again
deals with a successful, self-made man, Guy Dion.
him to a sanitarium to rest.

Guy's doctor sends

Once there Guy learns that he has been

11

committed to a mental hospital.

One feels the frustrations along with

Guy when he realizes this and thinks there is some mistake.

Indeed,

in contrast to the other patients at his table he seems quite "normal."
Among the patients are Montjoy, the homosexual, gluttonous preacher
who prays at every opportunity; Cooper, who talks continually about his
bone structure in relation to using the western or eastern grip in
tennis; and Cox, who believes that each time he makes love to his wife
he grows smaller.
Also among the patients that Guy encounters are three old friends:
Cooley, an old fraternity buddy who has an obsession with bedding women;
Barney Moon, an old Army buddy who causes quite a commotion when he
climbs on the roof looking for "the golden years"; and Lotte, a woman
with whom Guy had been in love many years before.
The horrifying moment of the story comes when the reader learns
along with Guy that there is indeed something wrong with him.
has been no mistake.

There

He continually talks about the mountains outside

his window, but no mountains exist.

Perhaps the mountains are sub

consciously important to him, since he grew up in them.

Finally

escaping from the hospital with the help of Cooley, he goes to the
mountains in search of his father.
These seven novels have something in common; they are all
initiation novels.

In� Trumpet Unblown, ��Mountains, and

Yancey's War, the reader finds the traditional initiate, a young man
on the path to adulthood.

� � � Yellow � contains all the

elements of the traditional initiate, a young man struggling to fit into
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the adult world; however, unlike the other young initiates he does not
grow as a result of his initiation.
The remaining three novels fit into a different category.
uses the definition of initiation found in Initiation:

If one

Stories and

Short Novels� Three Themes, edited by David Thornburn, that initiation
characters are "characters who are forced, often at great cost and pain,
to discover some hard truths about themselves and their circumstances, 11
then ·the initiate may be of any age.

Indeed, three protagonists in

Hoffman's novels, Angus McCloud in! Place !£::,!:!l, Head, Jackson LeJohn
in!��� River, and Guy Dion in!�

2£. Dreams,

are not

young boys on the verge of manhood but men all past the age of thirty
five; however, these men do come to a self-discovery and a reawakening.
Hoffman, himself, admits that these three characters do go through an
initiation.13 As Mama Torres states in "Flight" by John Steinbeck, "A
boy gets to be a man when he is needed. Remember this thing.

I have

known boys forty years old because there was no need for a man. 1114 In
examining these seven initiation characters (whether the initiate is
young or past his youth), the reader will discover, if he studies the
books in the order in which they were written, that there is a pro
gression of increasing optimism in the novels.
12

David Thornburn, ed., Initiation: Stories and Novels on Three
Themes {New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.;°T976), p.vi.rr:l3personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.

S teinbeck, "Flight:• in Anthology 2£. American Literature, ed.
by George McMichael (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1980),
p. 1426.
14John
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Days!!!� Yellow� and� Trumpet Unblown
In an interview for the Hampden-Sydney Tiger Hoffman discusses
� Trumpet Unblown and �!!!� Yellow � and reveals an important
similarity between the protagonists in these two novels.

He states tuat

in both books tne character i� an idealist who "in the progression of
the book" has 11his ideals topple down on top of him. 111

Tod Young of

Days!!!� Yellow� and Tyree Shelby of� 1'rumpet Unblown contain
the elements of the traditional initiation story and both show sensitive
young men who go through the horrors of war which cause their idealism

to be shattered by reality much as Hoffman's own ideals were broken.2

I

Days.!!!,� Yellow Leaf, an extremely perturbing novel, reveals
the highly complex character of Tod Young.

Like all of Hoffman's

protagonists he will find 11at great cost and pain" many truths about
himself and others, but though he learns he does not grow as a result
of his experiences.
Many events and characters bring about Tod's discoveries; these
characters who play out the drama with Tod, like him, have significant
names.

Hoffman enjoys using names to indicate character, and he has

chosen well.

Tod Young, of course, expresses the feeling of youth and

lpersonal interview with William Hoffman as reported by Tom Sarvay
in� Hampden-Sydney Tiger, 23 October 1959.
2Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
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naivety.

When Tod confronts his father, he clashes with a strong-willed

and stubborn man who is aptly named Will.

·rod becomes involved with

the Sands family, who, like sand, are blown by winds of circumstance
and drift from place to place; the Sands' daughter, Grace, becomes
Tod's grace which he will ultimately destroy; Danny Little is small in
stature and has little in life; and Grant Wolfe is a philanderer as
the slang of wolf suggests.
Along with these characters, events will shape Tod's life.
in many of Hoffman's novels, war is an important factor.
Yancey• s !i!;!: and

1h! Trumpet

As

Unlike

Unblown, Days � ,!:!!! Yellow � is not

a war story, yet tne effects of war are central to the theme of the
novel.

Actually the reader meets Tod Young after he has returned from

combat during World War II; like Tyree Shelby in .!h!_ Trumpet Unblown
who, one may recall, has a difficult time adjusting upon his return
home, for the horrors of war are devastating to him, Tod tries to come
to tenns with his ordeal but cannot:

"He was so empty he felt as if

somebody had reached down his throat and pulled him inside out • • •
However, there is a major difference between these two characters.
Shelby will go on and find a new life for himself as a result of his
love and sacrifice for another.

Tod, on the oth�r hand, is the one

protagonist who does not fit in the category of the other initiates
because he has nothing left to build on, resigns himself to his fate,
and waits for death.

The only other of Hoffman's protagonists who

leaves the reader in such despair is Angus in

! � .f2!:. & �-

)William Hoffman, Day in the lellow Leaf (Conn.: Fawcett Publi
cations, Inc., 1959), p. 98.-.Allsubsequentquotes in this section will
come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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Yet, Angus does have at least a moment of awareness and reawakening,
whereas Tod does not.

Tod, then, is the most hopeless of Hoffman's

protagonists, perhaps because he was created during an extremely
desolate time

in

Hoffman's own life.4

But what events lead to Tod's resignation, and what about Tod
makes him fail to grow? During the course of the novel Tod is constantly
betrayed by others--his father, Grace, Grant--yet the worst betrayal is
that of self.

In his attempts to help others and not to hurt, he does

not help himself first�

He does not respect or love himself nor does

he have faith in himself; this is Tod's problem. He once tells Frank,
a man who works for his father, that he could "only believe in himself
about half the time" (p. 220).
Tod never tries to help himself in any way; he never takes a stand
for what he thinks is right and do what he wants to do.

In a sense he

lies to himself. Though he "decided about the only thing a man could
do was live without hurting" (p. 102), he allows others to hurt for
him. For example, when he gets involved with Pinky Lemon and refuses
to defend himself, Grant has to come to his rescue. As Grant tells
him,

You•re dishonest, Preach. You think you're honest as hell, but

11

I'm the guy that makes it possible" (p.

45).

Throughout the novel Tod refuses to defend himself or his actions;
he always does things for others but never for himself.

His father

loves to hunt, but Tod abhors it, because he cannot stand the killing.
Rather than stand up for what he believes, he kills the animals then
4Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
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buries them when his father is asleep.

On one hunting trip, to avoid

killing, he even takes the shot out of the shells.

Perhaps had he taken

a stand he would have received his father's respect rather than his
father's scorn.
Another example of Tod's inability to stand up for himself occurs
when World War II begins.

Tod "was not afraid of being killed.

However

the thought of having to kill a human being would turn him rigid'' (p. 96) •
Tod, who wanted to be a minister, asks to be considered a conscientious
objector and to be assigned to care for the insane in the state hospital..
His father is furious.

Instead of standing firm for what he believes,

Tod enlists in the Army where he "made quite a reputation as a killer.
The other men thought he liked to kill, but each time, the shame went
all the way through him" (p. 97).

His total disregard for his own life

causes him to "volunteer for anything • • • • Yet it was as if he could
not get himself killed no matter what chances he took" (p. 92).
When Tod marries Grace, he continues to do what someone else
wants and goes to work for his father.

The one time that he is truly

happy is after he leaves the bank and finds work on his own.
point he has a degree of self-respect:

At this

"It had made Tod feel full of

respect for himself that he didn't need any help • • • • For awhile he
had doubted he would be able to do much for Grace without his father.
Now his confidence was increasing" (p. 218).

But his happiness is

short-lived when Grace miscarries and blames him.

Even then he will

not defend himself against her accusations; his patient submission
only angers her more:

"In spite of herself she would become irritated

17
with him, and it was as if she could have no peace until she spilled
the words out.

He was so passive it made her angrier than ever" (p. 233).

When he finally comes to hJ.s breaking point and lashes out, even this,
the act of murder, he does for someone else:

"Above all acts he hated

killing most ., but if that was what she wanted from him he would do that
for her too" (p. 279).
Tod is arrested for murder and, as always ., does nothing to help
himself:

"l don•t want any help. I want to die" (p. 285). His father,

however ., refuses

to

let him die and once again comes

to

Tod's rescue:

11If you won't save yourself, you can at
least let me try. 11 • • •
11 1 don•t care.
You can do what you want 11 (p. 291) •

The end of the novel may leave the reader confusea as to the
author's intention. At first glance he may feel positive about Tod
for three reasons:

Toct does not commit suicide as he plans; he seems

to reconcile with his father; and the concluding Biblical quotation
is a positive one--one of promised eternal life. However ., reflecting
deeper the reader realizes that �ne ending is, indeed ., highly negative
and follows the pattern that Tod has displayed throughout the book.
True, 'l'od does not commit suicide, but even tnis action (or lack of
action) is done for his father:
1 won•t do it again," Tod said • • • 11 I
promise."
"Stay with me," his father said. "Say
you'll stay with me."
11 1 will.
I'll stay as long as you want" (p. 335).
11

His reconciliation with his father is more of a resignation. Tod has
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nothing left in this life and is only waiting to die as is brought out
by the Biblical quotation, 11in my Father's house are many mansions • •• •"
Tod does not grow during the novel.
other than himself.
himself first.

He continues to rely on someone

He is willing to help others; however,he must help

Tod has no respect for self; he has a poor self image

and cares novhing for his life.

Tod, then, has nothing left to go on

for, so he will sit ou� his days waiting for death to release him from
this life.
Perhaps unintentionally Hoffman, even

in

this admittedly negative

and pessimistic work, has given his reader an insight into the basic
requirement of an initiation character:

reliance on self leads to

recognition which in turn leads to manhood.

Tod wlll remain the symbol

of the eternal youth, tne 11other man" described
speech of Mama Torres:

11

in

the afore-mentioned

1 have known boys forty years old because there

was no need for a man . • • •

II

II

In Hoffman's novel,� Trumpet Unblown, Tyree Shelby, the pro
tagonist, 1s very naive at the beginning of the novel.

As a result of

his naivety and innocence he has an unrealistic view of the world, much
like Tod Young.

He is a hopeless idealist who has very definite ideas

about the way things should be.

Very early in tne novel Shelby's idealism

begins to be shattered by reality.

Hoffman, whose own ideals were

.l.9
shattered, states that "growing up is a process of disillusionment or
breaking of ideals. n5
Having just graduated from a military school in Virginia, Shelby
is sent to his new outfit in England dw:·ing World War II where he
inunediately puts his military training into practice. When he salutes
the captain to whom he reports, he is the object of scorn and laughter:
".Private Tyree J. Shelby reporting to the
company commander as ordered, sir," he said.
The captain dropped the papers and stared
at him.
11Well I'll be damn, 11 he said.
Someone
laughed.
11At ease, Shelby," the captain said.
11Be
at ease. 11 Shelby did a parade rest •••• The
captain was smiling, and the others were grinning
with tne captain. The first sergeant was leaning
back in his chair with his feet on the desk
grinning, and the company clerk had his smile
cradled between his hands •••
"It says here you're trained for laboratory
but Sergeant Putney here informs me we need men
in medical."
11 1 1 11 do my best, sir."
"You will? That will be something unique. 11
The first sergeant and the clerk laughed outright.6
From this moment the undermining of Shelby's idealism and his innocence
begins.

Several days later as Shelby lies in bed he thinks about the

events of the day:

11

This was not tne way it was supposed to be. This

was not the way it was supposed to be at all 11 (p. 53).
Shelby's idealism, his idea of what should be, led him to enlist
in the Axmy- in the first place. In a very poignant conversation with
5Personal interview with William Hoffman as reported by Tom Sarvay
in� Hampden-Sydney Tiger, 23 October 1959.
6m11iam Hoffman, 'fhe Tr et Unblown lNew York: fuubleday and
Company, Inc., 195 5), p:-13. �1 subsequent quotes in this section will
come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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Moody, the one intellectual characte.!' tht: reader meets, Shelby's idealism
is again undennined:
"You don't understand. lf you don't learn to
maneuver, the army will crush you without noticing.
1ou 1 re nothing. You're lower than crap. 11
I volunteered for it."
11 1 know about the Arrn;y.
Moody sighed and took a long drink from the
bottle.
"May I ask why?"
''What do you mean why?"
11Wby 1 d you volunteer?"
"Because it was right, that's why."
Moody looked at him a moment, then began to
laugh. The laugh started low, then went up and
Moody rolled back on the bunk. He kept laughing
and shook his head. Shelby stood.
11 1 1 m sorry, 11 Moody said between the laughter.
"l'm sorry but 1 1 d forgotten there were still people
who could believe that sort of thing" lP• 59).
In this same conversation Moody confesses that he, too, volunteered
for the Anny:

11

'Well,' Moody said, and started away. He stopped at

the door and turned with a sad smile. 'Would you believe it, Shelby,
I'm a volunteer myself' "(p.

59). This admission shows that Moody

was also an idealist who had already been broken by reality. In con
trast to the character of Shelby, the entire process of Moody's break
down is not seen by the reader. He is already on the verge when the
reader meets him; however, Moody is important to the story, for he
foreshadows what Shelby may become. Like Shelby he is different from
the other men, more educated and refined. He is having a difficult
time coping with reality. Already using alcohol as a means of escape
at the beginning of the novel, he introduces Shelby to liquor. Shelby
will also find escape with alcohol and pills later in the novel. Another
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interesting foreshadowing is Moody's unusual sexual relationship with
Sparkle Luppa.
does.

Though Moody does not want to go to Sparkle, he always

Though he thinks her "the worst sort of whore" (p. 130), she

obviously has some hold over him. The whole Sparkle-Moody affair seems
a sexual perversion. Moody has no control over the situation, whereas
Sparkle seems to have total control:
"Did you tell him? 11
"I told him, 11 Shelby said.
"Well?"
11He was drinking. 11
1 1He won't come? 11
11He didn I t say. 11
11You tell him he'd better," Sparkle said • • • •
11You hear?"
Shelby looked at her. Her face was hard and

angry.

"I'll tell him."
11You tell him, damn him. 11
Shelby didn't want to but he told Moody. Moody
didn't say anything for a moment. Then he began
laughing a moment. Later that night Moody stole out
of the tent and didn't come back until almost dawn.
On Ward 4 the next day Sparkle was her old self • • •
(w. 1J0-l31).
The incidents with Moody and Sparkle foreshadow the sexual encounter
Shelby has with the prostitute, Isolde.

In

th.Ls relationship it is

Isolde, like Sparkle, who "calls all the shots" and has total control
of the relationship.

Shelby, like Moody, does not want to go to Isolde

but does.
At the end of the novel there is one major difference between Moody
and Shelby. Moody's alcoholism, his attempt to completely escape reality,
destroys him.
destroy Shelby.

In

other words, reality destroys him; reality will not

He will survive.
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Moody is not the only broken realist in the novel. Captain Coger,
who wants to be a 11tilter of dragons:• sees himself in Shelby and again
suggests Shelby's idealism:
You 1 re a dragon tilter, 11 Coger said. "I
used to be a dragon tilter. Would you care to
hear about it?"
"If you want."
"It's not a long story. Once I wanted to be
an architect, but I sold pumps instead. 11
11Pwnps? 11
"That I s right. All kinds of pumps. Big pumps
and little pumps, industrial pumps and farm pumps.
There's a pump for every job and I sold them."
"What happened?"
"Nothing happened. I was a success. I sold
more pumps than anybody sold pumps. n
11 1 mean with architecture."
11 1 told you.
I sold pumps instead."
111 see," Shelby said, no,; seeing.
"I wanted to tilt dragons, too, you see. I
wanted to tilt them and build beautiful houses, but
I got married and bought a house instead. A
crappy house. I sold pumps and I made a lot of
money."
11 I 1 m sorry. 11
"You can tell me how you tilt a pump, Sir
Lancelot. All the lances break on pumps. That's
me. I'm the man who's splintered all his lances"
(p. 105).
11

As the novel progresses Shelby's ideas of 11the wa;y things should
be" get him into trouble. Shelby encounters the brawny sadist, Blizz d,
who gives Shelby a new concept of pain. Every night Blizzard awakens

Shelby in the middle of the night to inflict new pain by v ·ious methods,
such as beating Shelby unconscious. Because of some inner code that will
not allow him to tell on Blizzard even at the insistence of his superiors,
Shelby suffers the physical torture that Blizzard doles out:
"Now what happened to your face?"
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1 fell down. 11
Don 1 t lie to me."
11
No, sir. 1 did fall down."
UShelb.Y, what ar-e they doing to you up there?"
"I'm all right, Captain • • •
"Shelby, l realize 1 1 m an officer and this may
be hard for you to believe but I'm trying to help you."
11 1 appreciate it, Captain, but I don't want any
help."
"I've been trying to get Blizzard for a long time.
With your help I can."
Shelby didn't say anythin g {p. 75).
11

11

unly after being hospitalized and commanded to move from the barracks
does Shelby escape Blizzard's physical violence.
Shelby's innocence and idealism are further undermined when the
realities of war, man, s:nd the world are forced on him. His first
encounter with the war and its horrors occurs when a young boy is brought
to Ward 4. Nothing much seems wrong with him except for bandages on
both wrists.

After giving the boy a shot of tetanus, Shelby sees the

boy die. He can•t believe it. When the body turns stiff and gray,
Shelby vomits.

Soon the torn bodies come in so fast that the flow

seems never ending. Shelby watches as huge barrels became filled with
dismembered appendages. He finds that he never gets enough sleep and
that he soon is "performing duties that belonged rightfully only to
doctors and nurses" (p. 120).

!he day-to-day exposure to horror was

11

wearing him away like water dripping on rock" (p. 134).
::fu.elby 1 s next initiation into the realities of the world is h�s
first sexual encounter. With his friends he goes to a bordello where
he does not want to join in with the other men. He keeps thinking of
his girlfriend, Cotton, whom he idolizes.

She has ''more appeal in the
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trimness of her ankles and the quick grace of her slender fingers than
all the nakedness here" {p. 151). He finally goes upstairs to keep the
men from thinking that he is strange.

Though he performs the sexual

act, to him it is part of being a soldier "like saluting," and he will
not allow himseif to enjoy it because "that much he would keep" (p. 152).
Kemper, his friend, tells him, "Today you are a man" (p. 152).
Though these incidents further Shelby's initiation into reality
there is one other incident which becomes the coup de grace for Shelby.
At this point his undermining is complete. One thing that particularly
bothers Shelby is being in the medical corps. He has grand and glorious
ideas of wha� fighting in the infantry would be like; he has romantic
ideas of being a hero. With his two friends, Silver and Kemper, he
escapes from the medical corps and joins an infantry unit. Again,
reality strikes. When "the shell burst invincibly over them" with
heat and incredible power," (p. 178) he ran. It was not as he thought

11

it would be, and he did not react as he thought he would. He was a
coward.

(Again the parallel to Henry Fleming in ��Badge of Courage

is evident.)

Shelby's friend, Silver, was killed. Though Kemper goes

on, he cannot. Returning to the medical corps to try to cope with
"the shame and guilt" that "went very deep," Shelby's idealism is
destroyed; his initiation is complete (p. 184).
There seems to be a decisive tu.ming point in the novel following
this incident. At this point Shelby feels nothing:

"his hands moved

and his feet walked, but all the movements were without dimension. He
lived and breathed, but he had lost the capacity to feel for himseif
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and this meat that absorbed black metal and pumped out blood" {p. 188).
Charles R. Anderson in "Violence and Order in the Novels of Robert
Penn Warren" makes the following comment concerning the protagonists
in Warren's novels that could equally apply to the character of Tyree
Shelby:

11

The man who makes up personal rules ••• or abstract ideals

based on imperfect knowledge of the world falls into violence, moral
or physicai. n7
In his period of 11unfeeling 11 Shelby falls into moral violence.

As

a result of his fall, he discovers the reality of man's innate evil, a
theme that seems to be a favorite with Hoffman.
point on in the novel is totally debased.

Everything from this

Several incidents show

debauchery of the sexual act, itself a symbol of the real and violent
world.

In one such incident, Shelby meets and goes out with an old

classmate, Henry.

Henry, Shelby, and Looney, the driver, pick up a

girl and her brother on the road.

Henry rapes the girl.

Though

Shelby does not commit the crime himself, he does absolutely nothing
to stop it, and when he returns to the base, he "lay awake exactly one
minute thinking about it" lP• 195).
Shelby witnesses another sexual incident in wnich he does not
participate.

Blizzard, a totally evil character, offers a middle-aged

woman food and money.

After over fifty men use her, they not o y

do not give her tne promised food and money, but also steal her pocketbook
as well.

Following this incident Shelby witnesses the sexual debauchery

7 charles

R. Anderson, "Violence and Order in the Novels of Robert
Penn Warren," in Southern Renascence, ed. by Louis D. Rubin, Jr. and
Robert D. Jacobs (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1953), P• 209.
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of the chaplain, who meets a local girl every day in the woods.
Then Shelby becomes involved in sexual debauchery himself.

He

meets the prostitute, Isolde, for whom he steals penicillin in return
for her favors.

As mentioned earlier, she is in total control:

11

F.ach

time he would rise to leave, Isolde would drag him back, tne knowing
touches of her strong fingers starting a whole new convolution.
was intricate, foul, and burning-hot" (p. 270).
returns to camp to find Moody dead.

It

After three days, he

Still later he discovers he has

contracted gonorrhea.
Shelby not only witnesses an,d becomes involved in sexual debauchery,
but he also observes the total disregard for human life. Many of these
incident s are among the most poignant in the novel.
particular is very vivid.
with dead bodies.

One incident in

Shelby's outfit discovers a barn filled

The German SS had forced their prisoners to "lie

down in layers on the barn floor until they were stacked high as the
windows.

Then the flame throwers, the upheaval in screams, and a

living sea of heaving, crackling flesh" (p. 198).

Another incident

shows Shelby witnessing an infantryman shooting Germans in the face
as they tried to swim across the river:

"He killed five men with no

more concern than if he were plinking bottles 11 lP• 202).
Near the end of the novel Shelby begins his difficult adjustment
to the realities that he has discovered.

First, he is placed in a mental

institution where he tries to think about what he wants, 1'but it wouldn't
come clear.

About as far as he could get was a beach somewhere and

plenty of sun

p. 283).

He did not want to go home.

Sent back to a

2'(

rehabilitation center at Battle Creek, Michigan, he stays longer than
necessary for fear of what would face him at home:
11 You 1 11 be home soon."
"That's good."
"You don't sound joyous."
"Maybe it's because I don't want to go home • • • •"
11You: 1 re from Richmond?"
"That's right. 11
11O1d family.
Lots of ideals and fancy sentiments."
"Something like that. 11
11I can see where it could be tough."
11It 1 s got nothing to do with them. It just won't
work any longer."
11 I know.
Me, I was born in Chicago. Chicago is
realistic."
11 You•re lucky. 11
"I never thought of it that way. Maybe I am" (p. 289).

Shelby's view of the world changes as a result of his experiences; the
idealistic youth from the military school in Virginia no longer exists.
When he finally does return home, Shelby's worst fears are confirmed.
He can no longer see things as he once did, because too much has happened
to him.

To him 11 his parents• world was such a complex of �raditions,

honors, and loves that there was no language left with which to
communicate" {p. 297). Though h� does not want or mean to hurt his
parents, he does because of the reality he has had to face. This contrast
between his parents• view of the world and his own is best summed up by

the following excerpts:
"I'm sorry, 1 can't get excited about your
house because although once this house seemed
very grand, now it's just a house that will
someday be deserted and fall down."
Or if he said to his father, 11 1 don't want
to be a lawyer or anything else because I no
longer am able to believe in the things it talces
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to be a lawyer or anything else. 11
Or if he said to both of them "'When I look
at you and everyon0 I see your intestines and smell
the wa:y you would stink with gangrene and can never
forget how pitiful you and I really are or how
easily we can be broken into nothing" (p. 299).
His experiences have set him apart not only from his parents but
also from his old friends and his girlfriend, Cotton.

Un his return

home he does not even contact Cotton, because he is no longer the young
man she used to lmow.

When he sees her again, he realizes that 11he had

forgotten how appealing she could be" (p. 301).

Alone together she

puts her arms around him and "for a moment he was tempted.

Then very

precisely he took her arms from around himself and laid her hands in
her lap" (p. 304).

Though he still obviously cares for Cotton, he

tries to save her from being tied to him by telling her what he has
become:
11 You wouldn't want to kiss a fellow that's
had gonorrhea, would you? ••• a fellow that's
been in the nut ward of a hospital and should
have been in a prison? ••• a fellow who's
lived with a kraut whore and been a coward • • ••
A fellow who's lied, cheated, murdered, and just
about anything else left in the book" (p. 304).

Cotton tells him that she doesn't care and will continue the
relationship if that is what he wants.

Though he wants

11 to

touch her

and make believe it could be [all right] , 11 he doesn I t because 11this one
last thing he could do right.

This he would do for her" (p. 304).

So

Shelby lies to Cotton and tells her that he does not want to continue
the relationship to save her from having to deal with his need to sort
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out his life.
As a result of his sacrifice, tne reader sees a slight glimmer of
hope for Shelby.

Light, traditionally a symbol of hope, is the image

that Hoffman chooses to conclude his novel:
He got up and went to the third floor of
the old house. He turned on every light, then
went down to the second floor and turned on the
lights there • • • • He turned on all the lights
on the first floor and those in the basement • •
• • Then he went out to tne front of the house
and looked at it ablaze. It glowed like a show
boat on the water at night (p. 305).
The reader's last glimpse of Shelby is as he looks up at the stars
which gives one the feeling of ascension.

Perhaps the optimism at the

end of this novel is not as blatant as in some of hls later novels, but,
nevertheless, it does exist.
These two protagonists, then, are initiated into the adult world;
their youthful ideals are shattered.
difference.

However, there is one major

For Tod one feels no hope of his ever building a productive

life without these ideals.

On the other hand, though Hoffman does not

tell the reader what happens to Shelby, he at least finds a ray of
hope for Shelby's future in the concluding paragraphs.

! Place

.f2!. !1it � and

The � Mountains

A great contrast exists between Hoffman's next two novels,!

!2!. � � and � � Mountains.
£2!. � Head, Angus McCloud, is one of the
Place

The protagonist of

!. Place

afore-mentioned older

initiates, a man in his thirties who has never really stepped into
the adult world.

Paul Crittenden in

lh.2. � Mountains,

on the other

hand, is a traditional initiate, a young man who becomes a responsible
adult.

One f.lnds another major difference in the conclusion or these

two novels; ! Place

!2!. ��is

one of the bleakest of Hoffman's

earlier novels (for he builds the reader up only to let him down),

--

whereas The Dark Mountains is the most optimistic of his earlier novels.

I

Unlike the other

Angus McCloud is Hoffman's earliest older initiate.

two older initiates, however, his "discovery" is only temporary.

He

goes through the initiation only to come out on the other side worse
than before.

This novel is probably one of the bleakest of Hoffman's

novels and comes closest to the negative attitude Hoffman wishes to
convey in his early novels.
Angus, never called on to be a man, is emotionally

11

a dead man. 11

His initiation is an initiation back into life, basically a sexual and
emotional awareness.
missed in life.

He learns how to feel and discovers what he has

For ease of discussion one can divide Angus' life and
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initiation into four phases which, outlined here, will be discll3sed
later in detail.

Phase I deals with Angus' emotionaJ. and sexual

immaturity, the phase before the initiation begins. In this phase
the reader meets other characters who, like Angus, seem to be letting
life pass them by. In Phase II the initiation begins. The reader
sees Angus' gradual emergence into life; however, in this stage he is
often plagued with doubt. It is in Phase III that Angus is full of
confidence in himself and his capabilities.

Here he is truly the man

that he wants to become; the initiation is complete. Phase IV sees
Angus' downfall.

The writer removes the object that has brought about

Angus' initiation. At this point Angus reverts to the Angus found in
Phase I, or even beyond to the point that he is almost a non-entity.
In Phase I the reader learns of Angus' feelings about himself and
of his life before the initiation begins. He feels that he is a
"relic," a 11failure, 11 and "never sure of anything 111 with "no courage
to hope" (p. 17). He and others often compare him to an old woman.
The emphasis is that life is passing Angus by.

His friend, Junior,

says, 11Goddam it, Angus, you're worse than an old woman" (p. 16).
This statement hurts Angus deeply because it is too close to the
truth:

"He, Angus Mccloud, last of the line, was an old woman, an

old maid.

He looked under beds and pulled down shades to dress.

He • • • should have been a gossipy old lady rocking on a stoop instead
of being born to the body of a man" (p.

24). Early in the novel he

1William Hoffman, ! � !2!:, & � (New York: Ibubleday and
Company, Inc., 1960), P• 13. All subsequent quotes in this section will
come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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visits a stereotyped, elderly, old maid librarian, Miss Betty, and
her old maid sister, Miss Alice.

When Miss Alice says, 11It 1 s almost

as if you were one of us," Angus thinks that like Miss Betty 11he should
have been lying in bed with a nightcap on his head, drinking tea and
bickering, talking of family and writing papers on the past • • • " \P. 49).
Again the reference to being like an old woman is too close to the
truth.

Indeed, the reader at first believes he is old and not until

much later in the novel does the reader realize that he is not as old
as one might expect.

Perhaps Hoffman wants the reader to believe he

is older to emphasize how little Angus has accomplished in his life.
In Phase I the references to Angus as 11a dead man" are also
One gets the feeling of a hwnan being who is out of step

frequent.
with life.

In the beginning of the novel he envies other men because

"they (did not] lie abed head to knees like an embryo ••• because
they were living" {p. 13), unlike Angus who is emotionally and
sexually dead.

Here the reader meets Laura Lee, Angus' frequent date,

who is as passive and dead as Angus himself:
both dead.

They belonged in the cemetery.

nothing to write on the tombstones" (p. 52).

11

She was dead.

They were

Even then there would be
When he tries to make

love to Laura Lee (with whom he has never even held hands), she slaps
him and

11

all the desire was gone.

He felt old. 11

"I should have known you would do something
like that," he said.
"I'm sorry, Angus. It would just be silly. 11
"You could have tried. It wouldn't have
hurt either of us. It might have conceivably
helped one of us. 11
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"Did I hurt you?"
"Nothing ever'.happens. Why do we even go
out together?" • • •
"I'm sorry I hit you. It's too late for
us. Maybe we•ve known each other too long."
He started the car. He had known all
along it would come to this. They were both
dead, and had he succeeded, that too would have
been dead--an obscene, mechanical act (p. o4J.
And, indeed, at this stage that is what sex is for Angus--"an
obscene, mechanical act." When he goes to the local bordello, the
prostitute, Rita, says,
really enjoy it.
was right.

11

'You know something? I don't think you ever

I think you are ashamed when you're doing it.•

She

He felt sick" {p. 66). Not only does he feel shame for the

sexual act, but he feels shame for his body as well, a body that is
"skinny, toadstool color" wl th "bony knees and hips as big as his
shoulders" {p. 42).

He avoids looking at himself in a mirror.

When

confronted by the big, fleshy body of Ed Diggs, Angus has the feeling
that

11

the body was supreme" and that his own qualities of 11grace, honor,

and dignity were merely fancy words to cover sexual impotance" (p. 20).
He has been sexually and emotionally dead for so long that when a girl
dares to flirt with him he becomes so fearful that he wants to run.
As in other of his novels, Hoffman often seems to use characters
that are counterparts of the protagonist and those that are the
antithesis of the protagonist.
has already been mentioned:

Of those like Angus himself Laura Lee

"they were both dead and lonely people

whom life was passing by" (p. 50). Also like Angus is the character
of Junior. As Junior says, "There's no one else for us" (p. 24).
Angus he is "no stander on mountains" and has failed in life.

In

Like
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contrast to Angus is George Gainer, the self-assured, prosperous banker
who had once been Angus' friend.

And in tne world of law Angus realizes

that it is men like Alec Grand who win cases because 11men dominated law
just as they dominated everything else • • • • To a jury the important
thing was not the abstract but the forcefulness of counsel.

With few

exceptions the most dominant attorney won his cases • • • just as
dominating men won everything everywhere" lp. 29).

Wi. th this attitude

Angus, feeling that he is not much of a man, is defeated before he
begins.
winners.

He and Junior are losers.

George Gainer and Alec Grand are

Even their names are symbolic of winners--Gainer, one who

gains, and Grand, something majestic or magnificent.
I:Alring this phase the reader truly sees a dead character, one who
is afraid of life and who is dead in every respect except physically.
He has never passed the threshold into adulthood, because he has been
too afraid of life and responsibility.

Junior even says,

sake • • • when you going to grow up?" (p. 20).

11

For God's

And when he attempts

his first court case the defendant tells him, "You're not man enough
to start pushing grown folks around" (p. 71J.
begin drinking.

His fears cause him to

His drinking becomes so great that he must go to a

sanitarium to "dry out. 11 At this point his initiation actually begins
and, as with many initiates, the cause is a woman.

For Angus it is a

woman named Caroline Gainer, the cool, sophisticated, untouchable wife
of George Gainer.

Angus has loved her for years.

While he is at the

sanitarium, he gets a letter from Caroline, just the motivation he
needs to get well.

He feels that with a woman like Caroline "he might
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just become a man" (p. 126).
In Phase II, the initiation phase, Angus is often plagued with
doubts.

Here Caroline dominates the relationship between herself and

Angus as women often do in Hoffman's novels. At the hospital he feels
completely sure of himself and Caroline, but during his first encounter
with her after leaving the hospital, he feels 11all the certainty go
out of him. With one motion she had made him aware who was in command,
had indicated that if they were to play it would be by her rules" (p.
130). With her in control the doubt creeps in and "he felt as if he
were growing smaller 11 (p. 131) •

He knew in her eyes he was still 11a

little man, a failure, 11 and he feared she 1'might not take him seriously.
She had always laughed at him 11 (p. 130).

"Possibly he was a new man,

or on the way to becoming one, but the burden of proof was on him. He
would have to show her • • • How did a thirty-five year old man who had
never lived get into life? 11 \.P• 132).
Spurred on by the hope of possessing the domineering Caroline,
Angus takes the first real case of his career--defending Edwin Trent,
a black man whose two small children are killed by a car driven by
Clinton Poindexter, Jr., the son of one of the wealthiest, and most
influential, white men in the community. Edwin wants a suit bro�ht
against the Poindexter boy.

When asked by his lawyer friend, Larry,

why he is taking this case Angus says,

11

1 want to be born." Larry

responds, "Congratulations on joining the human race • • •

11

(p. 140).

However, here, as in his relationship to Caroline, he finds doubts
creeping in.

The minute he accepts the case 11he began to doubt himself
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and what he had done that day.

He was not lawyer enough to handle

Edwin Trent's case" (p. 164).

And later "the more he thought about

the case the less he seemed to have any chance of winning" (p. 183).
When a settlement is proposed, Angus is insulted at the ridiculous
amount that the company offers.

Because of his previous inaction he

realizes that they "expected him to lie down and roll over for so
little" tp. 195).

Again he finds himself in the situation of having

to prove that he plans to change.
offer.

With forcefulness he refuses the

However, once more the doubt in himself returns:

11

For a while

he was able to sustain the anger, then it began to seep away.
it went the courage of his refusal.

Wi. th

They had him beat • • • • Once

in court Alec Grand would make a fool of him.

It would mean he might

as well give up any hope he ever had of be :ing much of a lawyer" (p. 196).
Angus again shows his feelings of inferiority in a humorous scene where
he is w aiting beside old war trenches for a meeting with the high school
principal, Charley Bird.
trenches as a boy.

Angus reminisces about playing in these war

Remembering, he pretends to lead a charge when he

slips and falls on his face:
in a real war, he thought.
something absurd.

11

It would have probably happened that way

He would have fallen off his horse or done

He had not been born to lead a charge" (p. 201).

The process is slow, but eventually the doubts begin to give way
to confi dence, and Angus moves into Phase III.

His first show of real

confidence comes in his dealings with Charley Bird, whom he questions
concerning the Poindexter boy.

Angus is extremely forceful with Charley

and at the end of the interview he raises his arm and shout.s "charge"
to counteract his previous statement.

He is ready now to charge ahead
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with life.

So in Phase III he becomes confident and forceful in his

dea1ings with his life and with Caroline.
He also becomes forceful in his transactions with others.

When

Edwin Trent loses his teaching position at the high school, Angus is
sure it is because Edwin has dared to file suit against Clinton
Poindexter's son.

He visits Sam Tolliver, the school superintendent,

and confronts him with his beliefs.

Here he shows his new confidence

and tells Sam, "I'm going to fight you" (p. 215).

The case also brings

him into a confrontation with George, who tries to convince Angus to
take the settlement the insurance company offered, but George finds that
Angus is more forceful than he'd expected:

11

He stood and went to the

bar • • • • He had believed it was going to be easy, Angus thought.
George had been sure he could hold up a hoop and that Angus would jwnp
through it like a trained seal.
way" (p. 238).

Why not.?

It had always been that

Angus thought that "just this once he was not going to

back down • • • • This time he wasn't going to allow George to maneuver
him into anytning.

He was not going to allow tnat ever again 11 (p. 240) •

Not only is Angus forceful and confident in his dealings with Sam
Tolliver and George, but he is also forceful in his second encounter
with Ed Diggs.

Ed had always made Angus feel small, but in his meeting

with Ed, he is unafraid:

"It occurred t.o him that at least for the

moment he was not afraid of Ed.
250).

He just no longer cared about :Ed" (p.

But Ed continues to push him so Angus 11 hit Ed in the face.

In

his whole life he had never hit a man before, had never even had the
nerve to try" (p. 250).

Angus wins that fight against Ed, and it makes
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him feel wonderfu.L:

"Never felt better in rrry life" (p. 252).

After

this incident Larry says the words that Angus has longed to hear:
11

Today you are a man" (p.

25S).

As a result of his newfound confidence, his relationship with
Caroline changes.

He becomes determined to possess Caroline:

254)

was going to have Caroline," (p.
certain" (p.

255)

in his life.

response to his change:

11

"he

and "he had never felt more

Even Caroline makes a much awaited

You sound so manly this morning" (p. 261).

His confidence helps him win tne case for F.dwin Trent, the largest
settlement ever made in the county, and with this win he feels he can
also win Caroline.

He tel.ls her,

to marry you" (p. 350).

11

1 mean to have you • • • I'm going

Their relationship also changes, because

Caroline is no longer in control.

For 11the first time in his life"

he felt like 11a man" because he was controlling the relationship
(p. 351).

Before, she had always directed, telling him when he could

kiss her and where he could kiss her, and stopping him when she felt
he had gone far enough.

Previously, she had decided when and where

they would meet and sometimes then she wouldn't show up.

Now ttfor

the first time he was really controlling the relationship" (p. 352),
and he is the one that tells her when and where and how far.
So in Phase III Angus will no longer let people 11take him for
granted" (p. 255 and p. 354).
maid:

11

He was no longer going to be an old

He had changed all right • • • • If there was one thing no

one could accuse him of it was being an old maid.

No matter what

happened now there was going to be no rocking chair for him" lP• 293J.
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He had learned that "people could return from the dead" (p. 254) as
Angus himself has.
Angus has one thought that truly sums up his ideas concerning his
change:

11

He had lmown early in his life he was no world conqueror, no

stander upon mountains.

In analyzing what had happened to himself he

cazne to the conclusion he did not have a lot to do with it rea1ly. It
was all Caroline" (p. 360).

So when he finds out the truth, that

Caroline only used him to get even with her husband, and realizes that
there is no chance of having her and never was, the inevitable happens.
Not only is the source of his change removed, but also his last hope,
Louise, is taken away.

Earlier Louise, a newcomer to town, tries to

get Angus interested in her and seduces him. Louise becomes extremely
important in this phase of Angus' initiation.

Throughout the novel

Louise throws herself at Angus in an attempt to grasp life and get rid
of loneliness, exactly what Angus himself is trying to do.

But Angus

repeatedly rejects Louise for Caroline, an ideal out of his reach.
\tJhen Caroline rejects him as he has rejected Louise, he desperately
tries to win Louise, his last link with life, his last hope of hanging
on to his manhood:
"I don't have any right to ask what I'm
going to. Louise, please marry me. 11 • • •
"I know I don't have any right to ask,"
he said hurriedly. 111 need you. I need you
very much."
"So she threw you over?" Louise asked • • •
•ryesJ' he said, nodding. "She threw me over. 11
"And now you've come running here."
"We could help each other, Louise • • • •
No more loneliness. No more empty house • • • n (p. 397).
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But Angus is too l&.te and Louise repudiates him:
"Do you think I'd take you now • • • after
she's finished with you? 11 • • •
"We're both lonely. You know what loneliness is."
"It's too late," she said.
"It's not too late • • • n
11 Ib you think I'd marry you knowing that every
time you slept with me you'd be thinking of her?
• • • You don't want a wife. You want a nurse,
someone to help you with your hurt."
11We could help each other so much, Louise."
110nce we could have • • • • Not now • • • " (p. 398).
Having lost Caroline and Louise, Angus finds the double rejection
too much to bear.
The ch

ge,

Phase IV begins, his reversion to the Angus of old.

of course, doesn't occur all at once. For awhile he manages

to go through the actions of life, but he has lost his confidence in
himself as a man and thus, his confidence as a lawyer:

"Gradually he

began to lose his nerve about going to court" and he eventually moves
from his new office building back to his old office (p. 401). And
in the balanced style of Hoffman the novel ends as it began. First
Angus goes back to drinking and then the "embryo" of the beginning
of the novel becomes once again "like an embryo" (p. 399) •

Ironically,

in hase III Angus states that he will never again be an old woman and
there will "be no rocking chair for him, 11 yet the last scene shows
Angus as "he sat in the chair staring out the window--rocking, rocking .,
rocking" (p. 406).

He again becomes the old woman, rocking, a constant

motion that never goes anywhere, as Angus• life will never go anywhere.
The end of the novel leaves the reader depressed. Angus has grown

ll
from a child to an adult in the course of the novel; he has been on
the brink of something wonderful--to be aJ.ive and to be a responsible
human being.

He has overcome his past inactivity and become involved

in life, and the reader cheers him on and wants him to succeed.

When

the object of his initiation, Caroline, is removed and his growth
does not last, the reader experiences the hopelessness Hoffman intends.
Angus• experiences as an adult are perhaps too snort-lived to give
him time to adjust to his new responsibilities; he reverts to a help
less, dependent cnild.

II
Paul Crittenden in�� Mountains goes through an initiation
as a result of his association with the MacGlaughlin family.

Some

would argue that Paul is not the major character of the novel, because
the story focuses on the life of James MacGlaughlin and his family;
however, like Jack Burden in

fil The

King's� Paul is the character

who grows and changes through the course of the novel.

Paul is an

initiate in the more traditionaJ. sense of the term, one who learns
much about himself and others in his growth toward becoming a man.
As always Hoffman has produced a well-balanced work.
� Mountains he sets up a series of contrasts:

In The

between the world

Paul leaves behind (the city) and the world Paul enters (the country),
and the people who inhabit tnese worlds.

What Paul learns from both
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worlds is not always positive, but ta.ld.ng the best of both worlds he
becomes a sensitive, mature, responsible, and complete man.
From the moment Paul steps into the coal mining town his ini
tiation begins. He leaves the tree-iined streets of his hometown and
enters the "unsettled, violent•� country of the coal mining town:
" • • • the mines, the shooting, the burning tipple, and the fight
were all a part of a life so different from what he had known that it
was as if he had come into another world" lP• 97).

Indeed, the mining

town was a world apart from his world of tennis at the country club,
cocktail parties, and tea dances. What he saw on entering tne camp
astonished him:
Along the bank of a creek small frame
houses were lined up in three rows--each
house having one story, a privy in back and a
chimney from which • • • coal smoke rose to
hang sluggishly over the camp. The houses
were painted a depressing rust color • • • •
Dirt streets ran between them • • • • Paul
could see nothing which didn't appear grimy,
cheap, and temporary • • • • Certainly he
had expected too much (p. S).
Paul's first impulse is to run back to his safe world:

"Paul was

thinking how he could cut his visit short. He didn't want to insult
Jamie, but a few days of this would be all he could stand" (p. 6).
Paul stays in MacGlaughlin, however, and is confronted with the
strong-willed patriarch of the MacGlaughlin family, James, who is the
major character from whom Paul learns.

Because of his own experiences

2William Hoffman, The Dark Mountains (New York: Doubleday and
Company, Inc., 1963), p�.--m. subsequent quotes in this section
will come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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in life, James feels that fighting and hard work are what make a man
and a life worth living. As a young man he himself had fought 11men
bigger than himself who cared nothing about life and rushed at him
with broken bottles, spikes, and knives • • • • With the blackj ck
he carried in his pocket he felled a dozen men." He worked hard and
"became known as a hard-driving boss • • • • No man loved him, but
in three years he became respected up and down the line" (pp.

45-46).

James' hard work and determination had paid off and made him feudal
lord of his own kingdom.

Now in his older years one of the 11few

pleasing things left" was to watch a young man's struggle for success
(p. 31 ).

Because James "loved to see those who wanted success badly

enough to fight for it" (p. 31), he becomes interested in Paul.

Since

James believes that coal mining is "man's work" (p. 13) and that 11a
person who can I t load coal has no business" in his camp (pp. 111-112),
he starts Paul in the mines.
James pushes Paul into manhood by taunting him. But James' constant
goading drives Paul to heights of determination that even James would
be proud of:
He thought of James MacGlaughlin. The
old devil expected him to quit. That was the
reason he'd put Paul in the mines. Using the
face of the coal to steady himself, Paul
stood. He believed that if he could get a
third car loaded, it might not be winning but
it would at least hold James MacGlaughlin to
a draw. He reached for his shovel \PP• 141-142).
The first day in the mines Paul loads three cars of coal, but James
tells Paul that this is not enough. Paul feels resentment and says,

''Maybe not • • • but if you think you're goiag to make me quit, you're
wrong.

You I re going to have to fire me. 11

the desired results.

James' statement has produced

James puts a hand on Paul•s shoulder.

"That• s

the way I like to hear a young man talk," he said (pp. 144-145).
Paul discovers that loading coal is a difficult, backbreaking job
that requires great physical stamina:

"Two weeks in the mines had

left him battered in body and spirit • • • r.e stumbled from bed sore and
full of misgivings • • • • His muscles ached in protest at the labors
he made them perform" (p. 191).

But even with his great weariness and

even though many times he comes close to quitting, the thought of James
MacGlaughlin makes him more determined than ever:
Paul discovered an endurance in himself
he hadn t t known existed. A shift never passed
that he didn't throw down his shovel and swear
he would walk out for good. Yet, blistered
and as near to coming apart as he was, he somehow
was able to go on. Perhaps that too was James
MacGlaughlin, because at times it was as if the
old man was in the room laughing" lP• 192).
Finally one day with great pride Paul looks in the mirror at the man
that he is becoming:

11

he saw the smooth lines of his body • • • were

being replaced by hard, knotted muscles.
disappeared" lP• 193).

The slight paunch • • •

The day that Paul finally loads the required

number of cars is the day he truly believes he is a man.

When James

tells Paul that he is proud of him and his "staying power," "Paul was
ridiculously pleased.

All his resentment and bitterness fell away.

James MacGlaughlin•s words made him feel as if he had been initiated
into a higher degree of manhood" \P• 194).
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Little action of the novel talces place in Paul's hometown, yet one
gets the feeling of a striking contrast between characters of that world
and the world of the coal mining town.
is Paul's father.

In contrast to James MacGlaughlin

The two men seem a contradiction in terms;

James, a

rough, raw-edged, uneducated man with little background; Mr. Crittenden,
a kind, understanding man with a genteel background.

In opposition to

the gruff, outspoken James MacGlaughlin, Mr. Crittenden seems a rather
colorless, meek creature who cannot control his wife's extravagant
spending that he can no longer afford.

Unlike James, Mr. Crittenden

doesn't have the "fight" in him to keep his failing business afloat:
He had to juggle a constantly diminishing amount of cash to keep off

11

creditors • • • • Occasionally he would fa11 asleep in his chair" (p.
110).

James, on the other hand, will not talce the failing of his business

lying down.

James will fight to the end to save his business and his

mountains.
Another character from whom Paul learns is Sarah, James' daughter,
and the mother of Jamie and Faith.

Entering a wilderness with her

parents and brothers, she helps her mother turn their dirt floor cabin
into a real home.

The first winter was difficult for the MacGlaughlins,

and in the spring Sarah's mother dies.

Sarah, at the age of fifteen

"was forced to take over her mother's duties.
their clo thes, and kept them clean"

She cooked, patched

lP• 56). It was from Sarah that

James often found the strength to go on:

" • • • when he was bent almost

to defeat, the sight of her going patiently about her work was enough
to give him new courage to continue with his own n (p.

56) • When her

father needed her, she was always there by his side, helping and

46
encouraging, always giving of herself.
Again there is a contrast in characters in the two opposing worlds. 3
Sarah's antithesis in the world of the city is Paul's own mother:
couldn't stop himself from comparing her with Sarah st. George.
mother wou.ld never have gone into a wilderness" (p. 210).

"Paul
His

Unlike Sarah,

Paul's mother had "not done much to help his father" (p. 210).

Mrs.

Crittenden is not a giving person and is a "spoiled, sometimes selfish
woman" (p. 210}.

This selfishness is exhibited in the giving

01·

h�r

annual Chrlstmas party even though her husband can no longer afford it.
Besides this display of selfishness, she also has her house redecorated
and

buys new furniture.

surrender.
11

When times get rough for Sarah, she doesn't

Paul's mother, on the other hand, takes to her bed when

she learned the money had slowed" lP• 111).
Sarah•s daughter, Faith, instructs Paul in lessons of compassion

and of giving of one's self.
ethereal girl.

Recovering from a breakdown, "she seemed to search out

suffering" (p. l91J.
the sick.

She spends her time in the coal mining town attending

The miners bring her hurt animals, which she nurses to health

with great love and care:
she fed them.
herself.

Faith, from birth, is a fragile, almost

n 1 Sweet, 1

she

uld call to the birds as

With each day she seemed to withdraw farther into

Her face assumed a pale, spiritual quality" {p. 191).

Inviting Paul to go to the stables to watch her feed her sick or
injured animals, Faith becomes transformed as Paul watches:
She had changed.

lt was as if a softening

3This theme of the city versus the country is a popular one with
Hoffman, especially in his short stories.
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had taken place in her. She smiled lovingly at
each of her animals. She reached into cages to
fondle them. A kitten with a lesion on its
flank purred against her. She examined a squirrel
which hobbled as if its back were broken (p. 204).
Faith admits to Paul that she doesn't invite many people into her private
world of the stables.

Because Paul has been given this special glimpse

into her domain, she now expects him to accompany her at each feeding.
Already the reader begins to suspect the importance Paul will play in
Faith's life.
Faith's compassion toward suffering creatures prompts Paul to
bring her three young birds that he finds in a tree which would have
been devoured by a snake had not Paul happened upon them:
He removed the small birds and carried
them to the big house for Faith. She held
them in her cupped hands as if they were a
precious treasure. Immediately she took them
to the stable and sent Paul back to the apple
tree for the nes t. She raised the birds.
She fed them from tweezers and eye droppers (p.
204).
The animals, in a sense, are like Faith herself, a weak, fragile being
in a world of strong, rough creatures.

She is like the grasshopper

that she witnesses being repeatedly stung by the wasp.

Faith's animals,

in return for her compassion, give her their complete trust.

In much

the same way Paul shows compassion for aith and is given love and
trust:

"She was offering herself so completely that he filled with

a great tenderness 11 (p. 218) •
Faith is a country girl who has an 11old fashioned look"; she wears
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white dresses with long sleeves and closed collars, moccasins, and her
long black hair tied at the back of her neck.

She doesn't wear make-up;

"She was very serious" (p. 203), and "her dark eyes had a sunken look"
(p. 207).

In stark contrast to this pale, withdrawn girl is Paul's

old girlfriend, Betty Lou, who is tall and tanned and has blond hair.
Paul sees her at a party he attends after returning home.

Unlike Faith

she is far from withdrawn and flits and flirts from guest to guest in
her "bright-yellow dress, pearls, and high heels" and 11brown hat wiui
a large brim" (p. 212).

Paul believes Betty Lou has sold herself for

power and money, for certainly she couldn't love the fat, oily man
is her husband.

Faith, on the other hand, gives herself for love.

who
Betty

Lou, then, is representative of the superficial world he leaves behind-
a world of parties and the country club; a world where a man can earn a
living playing tennis; and a world where there are shallow relationships.
Faith, on the other hand, symbolizes his new life, filled, as Faith is,
with love and caring in a land where living is hard and strength and
determination are needed to survive.
Paul leaves the world of soft voices and elaborate manners, of
Betty Lou and playing tennis, for a rough, untamed world where men take
pride in their hard physical labors.

Paul feels pride in his own

accomplishments in this st�ange world of the MacGlaughlins, who show
Paul strength, courage, determination, compassion, and giving, but who
also reveal some negative characteristics which are basically embodied
in the character of James.4

James is stubborn, unwilling to compromise;

discussion of the character of Jamie is not being purposely ignored;
he is a mirror image of James with many of the same strengths and weaknesses.
He is undergoing an initiation of his own which would be a whole different
area to explore.
4A
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he believes in total loyalty from those who work for him, and he believes
in physical violence to obtain his goals.

These flaws in his character

are found throughout the novel, and, as in the situation of the tragic
hero, cause his downfall.

Of course, the whole conflict of the story

hinges on the entrance of labor unions into James' coal camp; he feels
that his miners have no reason to form a union.
business to remain the same.

He wants his town and

Paul has a terrible time convincing James

that they need modern, up-to-date equipment to run his growing business.
Finally Paul goes behind James' back to get the typewriters and adding
machines that they so desperately need.

Not only is James unwilling to

change the way the business is run, but he is unwilling also to change
the way he deals with his miners.

What he fails to realize is that

though he does not abuse his miners, there are other camps in which
miners are being mistreated.

Believing that he is right, that these

mountains are his mountains, that things should remain as they are, he
will not even discuss the possibility of a union nor will he compromise;
he is unbending in his attitudes:
union.

11

1 will make no deals with the

I will not submit to thugs" (p. 364).

As a result he resorts

to physical violence to stop the changes that are happening against
his will.

He literally sets up his own little army complete with

artillery to wage a war against the unionists invading his mountains.
He who "had always fought" and for whom "fighting was a part of life"
(p. 370) would not give up easily.
The positive characteristics Paul witnesses in the MacGlaughlins

so
influence his development but so, too, do the negative ones.

Paul,

forced by circumstances to take responsibility, becomes the calm eye
in the evergrowi.ng hurricane of events.

Since James is unwilling to

change and compromise, Paul must take charge to try to solve the problems
facing James.

What one has, then, is almost a shifting of power. In

the beginning James is in total control, but in the end Paul is the one
who brings order to chaos:

11

•

•

•

it was left to Paul to hold things

together" (p. 334).
As James becomes more unyielding, Paul becomes more responsible.
Paul attempts to get James to give a little and meet with Kermit Scanlon,
the union organizer:

We have nothing to lose by a meeting.

11

we can find some basis for compromise" (p. 310).

Possibly

Though Paul suggests

meeting on neutral ground, James will not hear of it, and as a result
of James' pigheadedness the meeting becomes a total disaster, with
Kermit and not James in virtual command:
"I can shut you down whenever I want. You
have to negotiate with me. Not on paint either.
Paint isn't enough. On union. 11
"Get off my property."
"It's your funeral."
•
"Get off or I'll have you carried. 11 • •
James had permitted himself to be outmaneuvered. Paint had never been the real issue,
but the miners would not understand that. It
would seem to them James had refused to listen to
their side of it. He was mousetrapped. If he
gave them paint, they would believe they owed
their thanks to Kermit Scanlon. If not, Kermit
could claim the old man really had no concern for
their welfare (pp. 313-314).
Paul realizes that "the only way out was to come to terms with the union"
(p. 314).
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As if the incident with Kermit were not enough, James gets in
trouble with the National Labor Relations Board.

Again Paul must try

to act and make James see the seriousness of the situation:

11

He waited

until James left, locked the office door, and called Gamlin, the
company lawyer, long-distance.

He hoped Mr. Gamlin would spend the

nigh� in camp and define for James just what his rights were anct were
not 11 (p. 325).

James is eventually ordered to go before the National

Labor Relations Board to defend his actions.
charge:

Paul is the one who takes

"Somebody • • • had to act before the old man got himself in

so deep he could not be extracted.

On a pretense of cousulting the

company bankers, Paul traveled to the capital to see Mr. Gamlin.
they rode in a taxi to the district office of the NLRB 11 (p. 326) •
the help of Jamie, Paul finally

Together
With

convinces James that he must attend

the hearing.
Though James announces that he is "still the owner o:f this company
and will make all the decisions .. 11 (p. 331), Paul is actually making more
and more of the decisions.
a key role in each.

In tne following chain of events, Paul plays

When an election team is sent to MacGlaughlin to

vote on the union, the union wins and James is devastated.

Paul takes

matters into his own hands and contacts Mr. Gamlin to see if they could
file an appeal and have the election thrown out.

Next James decides

to sell the mines; Paul goes on the road to try to sell it:
"They want it
it's a steal. 11
11 1 didn't use
quietly. It was a
11 1 didn't even use

for nothing.

At thirty million

that figure," Paul told him
decision he'd made on his own.
twenty-five. 11
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11

voice.
it. 11 •

You had no right. 11 James had raised his
His face was scarlet. "I didn't authorize
•

•

It 1 s worth more," Paul agreed. "I was angling
for what I thought you might have some chance of
getting" (p. 339).
11

When James learns he must sign a contract with the union, rather than
give in, he decides to close his mines even though Paul explains that
with his action it "could be claimed that you I re punishing the miners
for electing a union as bargaining agent" (p. 338).

Again j_ t is up to

Paul to "find some means of covering for the old man 11 (p. 338) •
At novel's end, when James is dying, he admits the importance of
Paul in his life by telling Paul, "You- are like a son" {p. 374).

Though

James dies seemingly defeated, the reader,with his focus on Paul, does
not feel let down.

If one •.could continue the MacGlaughlin saga, he

could be certain that the members of the clan would be fighting to
survive as James had fought and survived.
now is Paul.

And among the MacGlaughlins

The young man who stepped off the train in the beginning

of the story no longer exists.
true MacGlaughlin.

Though his name be Crittenden, he is a

With the help of this strange family Paul has become

a responsible adult, quite different from the young man at the beginning
of the novel.

Though!, Place !.2.!:,

& �and�� Mountains

they follow the pattern of increasing optimism.

are quite different,

In!, Place

f2!:!1i}'.:. �

Hoffman snows what a man may become when there is a strong human rela
tionship; however, Hoffman is not ready to be optimistic about the human
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race.
began.

Angus does accomplish much, but Hoffman forces him to end as he
In�� Mountains Hoffman does not intend to be so optimistic;

however, how can the reader take the novel otherwise when he sees the
positive influence of James, a man who refuses to be defeated?

In this

novel one witnesses the resiliency of the human spi t,and here Hoffman
makes his most positive statement yet about life.

Yancey's War,!��� River, and!�

2f. Dreams

From an evil man who does good to a man searching for sometbing
after this life, Hoffman• s remaining three novels, Yancey's War, !�
12_ � River, and! Death

2f. Dreams,

become increasingly optimistic.

In each Hoffman has something positive to say about the human race;
thus these novels parallel the mellowing of Hoffman's own views toward
mankind. l

I

Yancey's War, a novel about two very unsuitable soldiers during
Worid War II, once again uses the device of the dual protagonist.

------

As

in The Dark Mountains the reader finds a young man, Charles Elgar, who is
influenced by an older man, Marvin Yancey; however, most of what Charles
learns from Marvin is negative.

The one positive act that Charles

witnesses comes at the end of the novel as a result of Yancey's one
moment of bravery in battle.

Hoffman admits that what Charles sees

"knocks him off his feet; he learned something great from it and. will
be better for it. n2

Charles not only learns important truths about

humanity, but he also discovers much about himseli.
According to Hoffman Yancey's� is the counterpart to his other
1Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
2

Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
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war novel,� Trwnpet Unblown; 3 actually many similarities exist between
these two novels.

Both contain young men with similar aristocratic

backgrounds during wartime.who, thrown with a variety of men with very
diverse backgrounds, are initiated into the ways of men and the world.
Like Shelby, Charles has a sexual encounter in which the woman teaches
and is in control.

Though less naive and idealistic than Shelby, Charles

still matures as a result of his ordeal.
The men whom Charles encounters in the /trmy, which scrambles "the
normal graduations of the civilian until they become meaningless" (p.
62), teach hlln much abou� others and himself:

Carter, the idealist,

who, like, Shelby, is "shot through with a sense of Civil War glory"4
and wants to be a hero;

11

Black 11 Hatfield, the rough tobacco-chewing loner

from the coal mines of West Virginia who has syphilis; the Professor,
the intellectual who cares for nothing but books; and, of course, Yancey,
the rolypoly comic, yet pathetic figure who has been described as a
"pocket-sized Falstaff" and who is Charles' main teacher in the ways of
man.
Yanc�y, fat and oily, seems an unlikely soldier.

One wonders �hy

such a man so much older than the others would volunteer for the Anny
in the first place.

Yancey, a man who is definitely not to be ignored,

is loud and obnoxious and cannot be insulted no matter how hard one
tries.

From this man Charles witnesses and learns first hand some very

negative truths about mankind:

he can be bribed, 11 browned,11 and

3personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.
4William Hoffman, Yancey's� (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc.,
1966), p. 116. All subsequent quotes in this section will come from this
book unless otherwise indicated.
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manipulated.

A man for whom "dealing and manipulating were a way of

life" {p. 261), Yancey is an expert in all three areas.
pulous" man (p. 261), he has bribed and

11

A 11 sly, unscru

browned 11 his way through life,

and he uses these same skills in getting what he wants in the

f,J:Irfy.

Incidents of his ingratiating himself (or browning as it is often
called) to achieve his goals earn him the much deserved title of
"Lieutenant Brown." His browning begins from tne day he enters the
While Charles and the other recruits are working fourteen-hour

ArmY.

KP shifts doing backbreaking chores, Yancey drinks coffee with the
cooks.

He receives this special treat.ment by telling the cooks what

they want to hear:
"A lot of ignorant people don 1 t realize
how important cooks are •• • • Cooks don't get
much glory, but I'd like to know where this
Arrrry would be if it wasn't for the men at the
stoves. Cooks and mess sergeants are unsung
heroes. If I had anytning to do with it, I'd
see there was a medal especially for them" (p.
16).
Other examples of Yancey's browning are too numerous to cite, but
one can be sure that if browning will further his attempts to reach his
goal his "mouth poured out a tJ.ow of oily words" (pp. 171-172). After
leaving Officer Candidate School, he is sent to his first post where he
begins his browning in earnest:
Yancey was quick to start browning Light.horse
Harry. He moved cautiously until he was certain
Lighthorse liked to be browned and then poured it
on. Not a day passed that Yancey didn't come to
battalion headquarters to get in points ••••
Yancey would spend fifteen or twenty minutes in
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the colonel's office. Out in tne corridor we
heard their laughter. Often they smoked cigars
Yancey brought • • • • When he left the colonel's
office, Yancey strutted with the cockiness of a
man sure he was cementing his place high in
Lighthorse•s favor (p. 171).
Not only does he ingratiate himself verbally to try to advance him
self, but he also employs several other techniques such as buying favors.
Again there are many examples.

To get in his superior's good graces he

buys drinks whenever he accompanies them to the officer's club. When he
acquires a red light and siren for his jeep, he presents one to Colonel
Box and Colonel Bone as well.

He doesn't stop with just the colonels;

their wives are also targets of his campaign:
Yancey discovered Mrs.Box was crazy about
goldfish. He wrote a New York firm and ordered
two dozen of their most exotic specimens. He
also bought her a large �quariwn complete with
shells and seaweed. He presented the gifts to
Lighthorse•s wife on her birthday. After that
he was asked to eat at the Colonel's house every
Sunday (p. 183).
This effort, along with giving a party for the Colonel and his wife for
their anniversary, earned him first lieutenant and command of a company.
In his campaign to obtain a promotion he buys a red rug for Lighthorse
Harry's office.
Another way in which he tries to win favor with his superiors is
by telling them dirty jokes:
Each day he waddled into headquarters carrying
his dirty joke like a squirrel a nut • • • • Of
course Yancey had a constant supply of jokes • • •
in the officer's club Yancey moved from group to
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group attempting to pick up fresh stories.
We also heard he directed his platoon leader
and noncoms to bring him any jokes they heard.
Yancey supposedly wrote the jokes down and filed
them for future use. Perhaps he even edited
them for the best effect {pp. 184-185).
Th e

ofessor, the intellectual soldier who works with Charles, is

impressed with Yancey's daring tactics of telling dirty jokes:
magnificent ploy .

e

•

•

"A

Why he could become a division commander by

basing an entire browning campaign on stories of traveling salesmen and
farmers' daughters" (p. 184).
A third maa:ru..ver in his scheme to move up in the ranks is to force
his platoon to do things he thought would please and impress his superiors.
First, he "gave his men secret practice in trick drill and put them on
display one morning while Lighthorse Harry was passing" (p. 179).

He

forces his men to have an extra inspection every week; he forces them to
bleach their "leggings and web belting the way Cadre had done in basic"
(p. 179).

He requires his men to take long marches and do them faster

and farther than any other company, and he forces them to police their
area three times a day.

Because other officers believe Yancey is out

shining them, they feel they must keep up with him until the entire
regiment resembles a three ring circus.
Keeping up with Yancey wasn't easy.

Besides requiring so much of

his men, he also began to add certain unique touches to his unifonn:
He even wore a saber chain • • • • He wore
paratrooper boots and his helmet liner was coated
with a shiny shellac. The holster of his 45 had
been polished with oxblood. He had leather gloves
• • • It was his idea to start using a swagger
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stick with a silver tip on each end (p. 188).
The other officers, not to be outdone, began to follow Yancey's lead:
"His fellow officers had to do the same or appear shabby.
going broke trying to keep up" (p. 181).

Everyone could see what

Yancey was doing, but he didn't care "what
of him.

They were

anybody

of lower rank thought

He concentrated on buttering up those superiors who could do

him some good 11 (p. 180) •
Yancey's browning skills are only surpassed by his skills in
controlling others, for 11Yancey is a great artist at the manipulation
of men" lp. 213) e
training.

He skillfully handles his superiors during basic

Fat and out of shape, Yancey cannot finish the required

obstacle course.

Each passing day finds

attempts to pull himself over the wall.
try again and agad.n; his soft
off like a rubber ball.

body

him

bruised and beaten as he

The sergeant forces Yancey to

continues to hit the wall and bounce

Yancey becomes afraid and desperate and takes

out the medals that he received during World War I.
the desired results.

This tactic produces

Yancey realizes that no one will mistreat a hero:

• • • he was no longer put on extra duty or
company punishment. Bulgan stopped double
timing him around the drill field. At the
obstacle course Bulgan glanced the other way
when Yancey reached the wall, and Yancey ran
around it. Instead of getting pots and pans
on KP, the cooks put him to work sweeping
floors or helping with rations • • • • Yancey
began to lead a charmed life in the company
where only a few weeks before he had been the
object of persecution (pp. 44-45).
Yancey uses his medals a second time to save himself.

During field
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maneuvers Yancey loseshis whole company and causes the entire campaign
to fall apart.

He is now constantly reprimanded by his superiors:

"You imbecile • • • only an idiot could lose
an entire company. Only a fool could have caused
a campaign planned with infinite care to fall to
pieces. If we were on the line I'd have you shot
• • ••• I've been in the Arrrry twenty-seven years
and Seen stupid officers, but you win the grand
prize • • • "(p. 208).
Yancey is confined to quarters, and court-martial proceedings begin.

But

Yancey is not going to give up:
He pinned ribbons over the pocket of his
blouse, and officers who normally would have
jumped him on sight were put on the defensive.
They couldn't very well keep chewing the tail
of a hero • • • • Yancey now had • • • a
modicum of leverage under the court-martial
board because of his past record. The Army
went out of its way not to punish men it had
rewarded. There could be lots of bad publicity
if a former hero were given severe treatment(p.
210).
Yancey's manipulatiore to save his skin do not end there.

He hires

a "first-class lawyer with connections" (p. 210) who is a full colonel
out of Washington.

Yancey has apparently figured the effect this will

have on Colonel Box and Colonel Bone:

"The fact Yancey had access to

such counsel caused Bone and Lighthorae concern.

Being prof ,sional

soldiers, they automatically respected rank and inf uenc

• • • • H

might be able to do them harm"(p. 210).
Yancey continues to manage others such as Lightbor

1

f •

lly

buying her seaweed and tropical fish for her aqu rium ., Yaney h
someone to defend him.

She calls him that 11nice man" and " ch night
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as soon as Lighthorse reached his house she worked on him" (p. 210).
The coup de maitre comes, however, when the congressman from Yancey's
district (whom one suspects Yancey has written) announces that he is
coming to inspect the regiment and "particularly wanted to meet with his
old and esteemed friend Lieutenant Marvin Yancey who was such a patriotic
American" (p. 213).

Since "not even a general was going to buck an

influential congressman 11 (p. 213),
• • • allowed to wither 11 (p. 215).
they have been

11

11

the court-martial charges were
Bone and Lighthorse realize that

outflanked and outgunned" (p. 214).

attempts to get back in his superior's good graces.

Yancey then
During the next

maneuver he is prepared and his :oegiment "punched a hole into a weak
sector of the Aggressor Enemy's line and swept up an artillery battery.
The move made regimental look pretty good" (p. 215).

As a result

Yancey, "who only a short time before had been in disgrace • • • was
made captinn 11 (p. 216) •
As if browning and manipulating were not bad enough, Yancey resorts
to bribery.

Having found early in his corrupt business dealings that

every man has his price, Yancey bribes his way through the Army:
"It's all tne same," he told me and smiled.
"There's no difference between the military and
anyt.hing else. 11
''What anything else?" I asked.
"You put money on the table and people pick
it up" (p. 104).
1'ven Yancey's entrance into the Army is a farce, because he had to bribe
to get there.

His wife relates the incident to Charles:
11

0n Wednesday he drove down to the post

02
office and stood in line like any farm boy. He
didn't think I'd know he had taken money from
his tin box, but I saw him stuffing bills into
his pocket. Evidently he was able to find the
right palm to grease • • • " lP• 163).
Ironically, Yancey enlists to prove something to himself and to win back
his wife, but his "pathetic stab at a new life was corrupted before it
could begin" (p. lo4) •
As in basic training, when Yancey reaches Officer Candidate School,
he cannot keep up with the rigorous training.

On the long marches, his

"oily, rolYPoly body . • • kept his fat legs dragging along after he
was no longer conscious of what he was doing" (p. 100).
though, he had to drop out.

Fearing he will

11

Inevitably,

bust out 11 of OCS, he

again becomes desperate ana resorts to his corrupt ways.

He tells

Charles that getting someone to take a bribe "was a matter of technique,
and I neve� found one yet who wouldn't reach for his bundle when the
technique was good" {p. 251).

Yancey's "technique" to bribe the captain

of OCS is to tell the captain tnat he (Yancey) had won some money
playing poker which he felt was morally wrong.

Feeling guilty about

it, Yancey says that he wanted to give the money back to the men from
whom he'd won it but that they had all shipped out.
on the captain• s desk.

He leaves the money

The captain, needing money badly for his wife

and five children, picks up 11his bundle" and from then on Yancey 11got
out of enough marches to lower his point total and allow him to absorb
gigs • • • • Nothing was said to the cadre, but they understood" (p. 104).
Like everyone else Charles is a target for Yancey's browning,
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manipulating, and bribery.

He browns Charles by telling him what he

wants to hear about OCS:
Yancey was the one who mentioned OCS • • • •
"Did you know I'm thinking of OCS myself?" I
asked carefully.
"Sure I know. I picked you out immediately.
You and I belong. Most of the others are peasants.
The two of us 1 11 make the best line officers in
the infantry" (p. 48).
Yancey then manipulates Charles by letting Charles believe that he can
help him get into OCS.

As a result the tables are turned and Charles

actually begins to brown Yancey:
There was a definite change in our rela
tionship. He no longer followed me around-I followed him • • • • Yancey claimed he was
working for me. He was definitely friendly
with the first lieutenant who was our company
commander • • • • Yancey said that whenever he
could, he slipped in a good word about me.
I was leery of his help • • • • On the
other hand it seemed to me I had to use him.
At the moment anyway he did have the inside
track • • • I, as a result, found myself being
especially nice to him • • • • I could no longer
afford to be rude.
He knew he had a hold on me. Whenever he
spoke of OCS, his expression became crafty
and he dug at me (pp. 47-49).
Next Yancey tries to bribe Charles, but not with money.

As he tells

Charles, "The payoff doesn't have to come only in money" {p. 251).

In

this case he is attempting to bribe Charles with his promise of help and
influence:
111 mean it • • • I valued your friendship.
I consider you one of the finest people I've
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ever met. Now you got a bad break, Charley,
and I'm the first to admit it. Because of it
I want to help you. If you give me a chance,
I can help you. After all I have some influence
around here, and I don't mind saying I intend
to have a good deal more. There's no reason I
can I t do you some good" (p. 175).
Yancey attemptsto bribe Charles a second time when he accidentally
leads his laundry unit into enemy fire.

Blaming tne situation on

faulty maps rather than on his own incompetence, he fears what Charles
will tell his superior officers about how cowardly he has acted:
Charley.

347).

I'll pay you.

"Please .,

I'll make you rich if you cover for me" (p.

As in his Army life Yancey's private life is fraught with corruption.

He built his construction business on fraudulent practices.

But worse

than that the conniving Yancey bribed a beautiful woman into becoming
his wife.

A poor girl who 11was used to cornbread and greens was eating

lobster and pheasant" (p. 157) at the hands of Yancey.

He not only

took her to expensive places to eat ., but he also began to bestow gifts
on her:

silk kerchiefs, perfume ., gloves ., a diamond wrist watch.

the gifts she says .,

Marvin knew how to play me.

11

I was for nice things.
body's 11 (p. 156).

About

He sensed how starved

He found my weakness just as he finds every

But the one thing that really clinches her acceptance

of Yancey is his showing her the medals that he had earned in World
War I and reading her the accompanying citation:

When I understood the

11

words, I was bappy because they meant that no matter how he appeared .,
underneath he was decent and fine" (p. 157).

Later the reader learns

the shocking truth from Martha's account to Charles; Yancey owned
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medals that he did not deserve.

Martha's discovery of the truth makes

her loath Yancey as the disgusting creature he seems to be.

Though

she remains Yancey's wife, from then on she seeks her sexual pleasures
elsewhere, and one of her conquests is Charles.
In the traditional initiation theme the young man of the story
frequently has his first sexual encoun�er.
�-

Su.ch is the case in Yancey's

Charles, who had "had no intimate experience with wanen" and 11didn•t

know enough about how a man went about being a lover" (p. 132), is taught
by the older, more experienced Martha.
novels the woman controls the situation.

As in many other of Hoffman's
The reader cannot help but

chuckle as Martha leads the bungling Charles with 11the patient expression
a woman would use on a backward child" (p. 80):
"Now," she said lifting her arms for me to
come to her.
I hurried across the room and began kissing her
clumsily. I was trembling and anxious about the
mechanics of getting off her slip. She placed a
hand on my chest to push me away.
"You are jwnpy, aren't you? There's plenty of
t ime. 11
She held both my hands in hers and allowed me to
kiss her gently • • • • I was shaking as if chilled.
Like a young boy I was led back across the room to
the bed.
"Turn out the lights," she told me. "And take
off your uniform. 11 • • • My fingers were sausages.
There were knots in my shoelaces • • • •
I began tugging on her slip. She had to help
me with that too • • • • I knew she must consider
me a complete fool (p. 143).
Soon Charles is "receiving an education in advanced bedroom techniques"
as their "lovemaking was becoming progressively fancier. 11 As always
"Martha directed that 11 lP• 152).

Charles "never quite lost the feeling
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she was controlling the whole act" (p. 144).

He learns his lessons

well and can no longer be the naive young man that he was at the
beginning of the novel:
You were pretty innocent about some
things. You can never be. that again."
"I don't want to be that again" (p. 152).
11

Later when Martha discards Charles he

11

had a sense of going through a

ritual" and attempts to "drink forgetfullness in the traditional manner
of men who have lost women" (p. 225).
Yancey and Martha teach Charles much, but his greatest lessons are
yet to come.

These instructions result from facing death at the hands

of the Germans, when Charles' non-combat unit stumbles into enemy fire:
"We lifted our heads slowly to look at each other with the stupid,
terrified expressions of men touched by death" (p. 307).

Fear makes

them all grow as they learn that one never knows how he will react in
any given circumstance.

For example, there is Carter, who is a volunteer

and wants to be a hero. Like Shelby in Trumpet Unblown he does not
react as he thought he would:

11

he'd been more afraid than he'd known

was possible, and the knowledge had shaken his faith in himself.

He

was brooding about his fear. Some of his clean boyishness had dropped
away, and he appeared older.

He was older 11 (p. 328).

Later they all

vote on whether or not they should stay and fight or surrender to the
Germans; With shame, Carter votes to go.

When confronted with the

actual situation, he does not live up to his expectations.
Likewise the

ofessor reacts differently from what he expects.

He, too, must vote and this '' most unmilitary of men" (p. 337) must cast

1
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the deciding vote:
He was white from plaster and seemed to be
thinking of something else entirely rather than
the trouble he was in. I believed I lmew how
he would vote. He was not meant to be a warrior.
War was the inconvenience which kept him from his
cozy study lined WJ.th books.
"Stay," he said.
Everybody was surprised by his vote, including
the Professor himself • • • the Professor had
given those of us who wished to stay the majority
(p. 337).
But again Yancey is the one who is tne most dramatic in his actions.
From the moment the firing begins, fear takes hold of him:

11

He was

lying on the floor like the rest of us, out his head covered by his
arms.

He wasn't about to take charge" (p. 305).

ordeal tancey•s actions are predictable.

!Alring most of the

Having learned that during

World War I he ran under enemy attack, the reader is not surprised
by his intense fear during this situation.

With each new attack he

becomes more and more like a groveling jellyfish, a "repulsive sight
lying under the piano" (p. 329).

Blaming the whole affair on faulty

maps, he fears what the men will report to his superiors.
he tries to talk his way out.

As usual

First, he bribes the men with a promise

of commendations if they cover for him:

"l'm going to put in good

rep orts on you men too • • • some of you are going to be put in for
the bronze star.

1 1 11 see to it personally" (p. 327).

Next he tries to lull them into surrender:
" • • • We're quartermaster troops, not
infantry. We can't be expected to stand up
against an enemy assault. 11

l
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He was telling them words they wished to
hear. Like a salesman warming to his pitch .,
his spiel came faster.
11 The German lieutenant was telling the
truth when he said he has us • • • • I admit
it's not a very- pleasant prospect to be taken
prisoner ., but it won't help the war for us to
die either • • • •
His words were oi)ypersuasive. As he
talked he smiled about him. The men stared
at him ., their expressions hungering for
hope (p. 335).
Though they want to believe him ., they had seen the wa;y he had acted. At
this point the command shifts from Yancey to Charles who increasingly
had to take command as Yancey was less and less able to cope.
Yancey's final attempts at saving himself take the form of a monetary
bribe:

"I Im begging you guys • • • • Don' t crucify me • • • • I'11 pay

you • • • I got plenty of money.
each.

1 1 11 give you ten thousand dollars

You can buy yourselves a house and a car" (p. 354). At this

point Yancey is a disgusting creature who "crawled to his place under
the steps.

Like a dog fixing its bed ., he circled before lying down"

(p. 354).

This terrible picture of Yancey that the author paints makes what

happens next greatly unexpected.

Little is left of the house in which

they have been holding off the attack.

So far they have survived

grenades ., showers of bullets, and a flame thrower ., but the promised
tank will surely destroy what is left of the crumbling house.
strangely it is Yancey who saves them.

Crawling up through the attic

"he was shaking so hard his soft body thumped against tre wood.
teeth !mocked together" (p. 356).

But
His

He creeps to the roof of the next
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house, lights a wine bottle with gasoline, and "weeping, Yancey held
to a nue of the chinmey and raised himself • • • • Never letting go . • •
he tossed the bottle.

The big ammunition in the tank began to go 11 (p.

358).

Though terrified he commits this heroic act and loses his own

life.

The whole act seems a contradiction of what one would expect of

Yancey.

Charles, on the other hand, who had seemed brave and commanding

during this experience admits that 11toward the end I'd been more of a
coward than Yancey was.

I'd waved white flags and clutched my beam in

writhing fright while he crawled along that roof 11 (p. 368).
What does Charles learn from Yancey's act of bravery? He becomes
aware of the fact that no matter how terrible a person seems there is
some good in all of us:

11

He 1 d been bad, but he could never have been

as awful as I considered him and done what he had" lP• 368).

Perhaps

the Professor states it best:
11Hwnan beings are now and then capable of
rising above themselves. Only now and then, but
it's the best part of us. No matter how corrupt,
degraded, and filthy we become, we can commit
acts which are far more than the: total of our
selves. If I've learned anything, it's that a
man brave for one second--and everybody has a
second of bravery in him--can change the course
of history" (p. 368).

Realizing that he isn't all that different from Yancey, Charles
now lmows that he had "acted out of hate for him and a wish to destroy
him" {p. 367).

Knowing that and feeling guilty about the death of the

others for whom he feels respc,nsible, he follows the same drinking pattern
that Yancey followed and like Yancey receives medals he doesn't deserve.
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Charles, who had been so critical of Yancey, can now perhaps be a bit
more understanding of Yancey and, thus, of others.

So, then, Charles learns some extremely valuable lessons from
Yancey.

All humans are a blend of many different people, and Yancey

is no exception.

There are many Yanceys:

the Yancey who bribes his

way through basic training and OCS, the Yancey who browns his way
to becoming a lieutenant, and the Yancey who conducts corrupt business
dealings and buys a beautiful wife.

But there is also the Yancey,

who, shaking with fear, climbs up on the roof and saves the lives of
others.
The reader, along with Charles, may laugh at Yancey, find him
pathetic, disgusting, irritating; he may feel sorry for him, but there
is no doubt that Yancey leaves him with a feeling of hope for mankind.
All are p otential Yancey

with the possibility of a "second of bravery. 11

II

The second of Hoffman's older initiates is Jackson LeJohn in A

Walk to the River.
------

Like Angus Mccloud he is a 11dead man" at the

beginning of the novel. Unlike Angus, however, Jackson has not always
been a dead man; years before he had know life:
but I'd been resurrected in my wife Kitt.
and created hope and belief.

"I'd been killed,

She'd laid her hands on me

But only for a time ••••115

Therefore,

'William Hoffman, A Walk to the River (New York: O>ubleday and
Company, Inc., 1970), p7 jo."° illsubsequent quotes in this section will
come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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his initiation is an initiation back into life.

Perhaps this situation

suggests that life is a series of initiations and that the path to
adulthood is a never-ending process.
As mentioned in the general introduction, Hoffman sometimes uses

fil�

the dual protagonist, the technique Robert Penn Warren uses in

King's Men; Willie Stark is the character on whom the story line
focuses, but Jack Burden is the character who learns and grows through
the course of the novel.

Likewise, in

! � � � � the

story

is essentially about a small town minister, Paul Elgin, but Jackson
LeJohn is the one who profits from the experiences that he encounters
in the novel.
characters:

Jackson grows as a result of what he learns from various
Sutter, the old doctor; Val, Jackson's girlfriend;

Injun, his son; and Paul.

Jackson, through the help of these characters,

once again becomes a living, feeling human being.

Before looking at

how the other characters influence Jackson, the reader should examine
the reasons for his emotional and spiritual death.

First, he has lost

his wife Kitt; her death causes his loss of spiritual faith:
not forgive God for taking nzy- Kitt from me" (p. 71).

11

1 could

And because of

her death he has •'lost all feeling for the church II and 11has become
suspicious of spiritual people" (p. 34).

Secondly, he has experienced

war and as a result "lost faith in man" (p. 14).

Though none of the

action of the story takes place during war, Jackson makes several
references to it:
I had remembered • • • when • • • I was • • •
in Germany, and had come across a barn where eight
men, women, and children were piled on top of each
other like saw wood, splashed with gasoline, and

..
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set on fire. I'd felt something break in me
that day. I'd stopped believing in good because
of that heap of agony where a little life still
remained and bodies writhed like blackened worms
(pp. 51-52) . 6
Indeed such experiences led Jackson to believe the worst of mankind
and life.

There was no goodness.

To him

11 the

world was made up of

filthy, desperate little men, each drowning in corruption" {p.
believed that

11there

was always ugliness" (p. 109) and that

48).

11life

•

He

• •

was the breaking down of a man--a prolonged and precise kind of butchery"
(p. 91).

Life has crushed Jackson LeJohn until he feels

broken" (p. 137) and "abandoned and shriveled" (p. 76).

11old

and

He says of

himself, "The closer to death a man drew ., the more forward he sat
[in the sanctua.ryJ.

That being the case, I thought, I ought to be on

the front row" (p. 117).

Life is passing him by as symbolized by the

ticking clock that is constantly alluded to in the novel.

Ironically,

this spiritually and emotionally dead man is the chairman of the Board
of officers of his church, but as he himself admits, it is not because
he is a religious man but because

11 there

were people trying to trap

me back into life" (p. 13).
With this attitude that he has toward mankind and life, Jackson,
as Chairman 01' the Board of Officers ., goes in search of the truth about
Paul Elgin.

Paul has been accused of attempting to rape Caroline Gaines,

the wife of the wealthiest and most respected man in town.
Jackson immediately thinks the worst of Paul.

No wonder

Like Willie Stark in

6It is
interesting to note that this scene also occurs in The
Trumpet Unblown.
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I

fil. � King's

� he believes that all men are corrupt and if one digs

long enough one can find ugliness because 11there was ugliness • • •
al.ways ugliness • •

•

II

{p • 329) •

Before one examines Paul's influences on Jackson, he should first
see how two other characters affect him.

First there is sutter, the

old, over-worked doctor, who teaches Jackson throughout the story.

Like

Jackson he believes in man's innate evil:

He

11

saw the secret sins 01' the people he served.

He believed in Calvin.
They came to him with

their syphilis, beaten children, daughters who'd taken lye for abortion.
Like me, he saw a world of filthy, desperate little men, each drowning
in corruption" (p. 48).
a mournful man.

Life has also broken SUtter:

"Like me, he was

He'd patched up too many bones and too much flesh.

He

knew mortality and death the way some men knew their wives, and it'd
killed the spirit in him 11 (p. 12) •
Unlike Jackson, however, sutter doesn't feel totally negative about
mankind.

As he tells Jackson,

demption" (p. 234).
that man can change.

11

1 also believe in regeneration and re

In other words, he believes there is a possibility
He constantly wants Jackson to look a little

further into Paul's background, because he believes Paul could change:
"He may have been a pure bastard once, but that don't mean now 11 (p. 234).
In a sense Sutter acts as Jackson's conscience, constantly forcing
Jackson to look for the truth.

As SUtter says, "I've seen people in

cracks • • • I've seen cowardice, courage, lying, and nobility--the
storms and stresses of the human spirit.

I've found everybody thinks

he possesses the truth, even when the truth lies elsewhere or there is
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no basis for the kind of truth being put to the test" {p. 58). So
each time Jackson thinks that he has the truth and is ready to condemn
Paul, Sutter questions and probes a little more. "What do we know?"
sutter asked . • • • •'What do we really know?" {p. 58).

1 want to

11

know more" (p. 59).
When the Board of Officers meets to decide Paul's fate, again
Sutter is the one who steps in and questions:

11

A man's career is

involved • • • I don't like doing anything too fast • • • • Why doesn't
he act guilty?" {pp. 207-208). He continues,

11

We have to ask ourselves

what we're concerned with here • • • I'm assuming it's justice • • • •
What is there more than justice?" Later in the novel Jackson again

I

(

feels he has found out enough. Jackson's conscience, however, is once
again pricked by Sutter who forces Jackson to look deeper for the truth.
He makes Jackson see that he has only found half of the truth:
11 You and I been priding ourselves on being
fair, 11 Sutter said. "We been telling ourselves
we did our duty. 11
11 1 have, 11 I said.
"You've done some," Sutter said • • • •
1r1t• s remarkable how stupid we've been. We
don't know hardly anything."
"We know more than enough."
"About him, yes. Not about her • • • •
I been searching for a connection," he said • •
• • "They may have known each other previously
• • • • It ought to be checked out, 11 he said
lpp. 234-235).

So another time Jackson searches for the truth. He finds out about
Caroline's p ast, tries to put the pieces together, and comes to the
conclusion that "perhaps tnere was no truth" (p. 264).

From Sutter, then, Jackson learns tha't, one must constantly search
That, indeed, 11everybody thinks he possesses the truth • •

for truth.

• • "(p. 58), but there is always more.

Sutter also teaches Jackson

that though man is corrupt he can be redeemed.
A second character who influences Jackson is Val, his young girl
friend.

Like Sutter she constantly questions; therefore, she too

pricks Jackson's conscience.

:ioung and perhaps still idealistic, she

believes in the good in man.

She is willing to believe in Paul and

his goodness:

11

How can he be so good and bad at the same time?" Val

inquires just as Sutter questions about finding the whole truth:
"Suppose there's something else?" she asked.
"About what?"
"About him • • • • All the collecting you've
done•s been from one sicte," Val said.
"What collecting?" I asked.
"About him. What about her?" �p. 217).
Not only does Val believe in good, but she is also truly sympathetic
toward and understanding of other human beings as shown in her statements
about Paul:

Ministers are "sort of like scapegoats • • • • They take on

our sins, and we destroy them"(p. 217).

And later when everyone else

is quick to condemn Paul, she shows compassion and belief in him:

"I

believed him • • • and I cried most of the night • • • • I believed him
• • • I voted for him"(p. 330).

Her strong feelings cause Jackson to

become more compassionate toward his fellow man.
Val is also largely responsible for Jackson's emotional rebirth.

Oft fi 1n the nove Jackson makes

references to the contr ast of her youth

and vitality with his age and lethargy:

"She wa.

·0

Oun I aliVe

and

full of protest.

I felt like the old man of the mountain" (p. 331).

He continues, "I had no right to her.

I was a dead man who was warming

his cold bones in the heat of her youth" (p. 29).

He continually alludes

to the fact that since he has no life of his own left he will "borrow"
life from her:
hers • • •

11

11

If I couldn't have life of my own, I would borrow
"All that youth, energy, and conviction. I was

(p. 30).

stealing it from her" (p. 74).
Yet this man who felt 11out of place among youth, gaiety, and
laughter" (p. 164) finds that he is not just borrowing life from Val,
but that through her he is actually beginning to come back to life:

"I

stood trembling--not with yearning or lust--but with the realization and
the fear that I was very close to life" (p. 99).

After being with Val

he begins to experience emotions that have long been dead:
the car and laughed.

The sounds startled me.

I turned and looked as

if the laughter had come from somebody else" (p. 140).
happiness is not the only one he feels.

The emotion of

Passion begins to emerge:

my surprise p�ssion rose out of my deadness.
thought about seducing her 11 (p. 218).

"I sat in

So

"To

For the first time I really

from Val he not only learns

compassion, but he also regains some feelings of emotion, feelings that
are essential to a man who is truly living.
The character, of course, who .has the greatest influence on Jackson
is Paul.

Jackson learns two important truths from Paul: one, that no

matter how corrupt a man may become he can change through redemption and
the grace of God; and two, that man is capaqle of extreme sacrifice for
his fellow human beings.

l

These two lessons Paul teaches are exemplified
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in his own life.

Paul was highly corrupt as he admits:

corrupt man • • • I 1 ve never denied it.
the pulpit 11 lP• 203).

11

I was once a

You've heard me say it from

In speaking of his old girlfriend he says,

"In depravity she was nearly as advanced as I was.
a girl nineteen could learn so much depravity.

You wouldn't believe

We were alike, two of a

kind, and I loved her for her corruption • • •• We understood there
could be nobody else for us because nobody lived as degenerately" (p.
205).

After she is killed in a car accident and Paul I s life sinks in

despair, he experiences a religious conversion which changes the course
of his life.

He says,

You found muck and stink.

11

I admit it.

it 1 s a part of my life that is no longer connected to me

.

But I say

. . • If you

believe your own religion, you must accept the fact that thieves, whores,
and murderers can be saved" (pp. 204-205).

Jackson remembers that "it

was a recurring theme in his sermons--that man was incapable of good
without God, that man could not even conceive what good was without
the notion being put into his head by God" (p. 203).
But JacKson, in his negative way, cannot believe Paul has cnanged
for good.

He doesn't even oelieve the story of Paul's conversion as

related by Paul's sister:

11

1 didn't for a second believe what sh� said

had happened to Paul in that field.

He could have fallen asleep,

been touched by tne sun, or struck by lightning.

His slster was a

good and honest woman, but she had the country people's capaci�y for
rel.igious gullibility" (p. 131) •

.But several circumstances finally

convince Jackson that man can change.

First of all Paul does not act

like a guilty man; he does not run but faces adversity, tries to deal
with it the best he knows how, and continues to preach his favorite
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theme.

He admits that like other men he sins:

dust and spittle.

11We're

We're all full of corruption.

made of the same

We ought to take no

chances on goodness but lock up the whole human race" (p. 313). He then
preaches the sermon that is based on the scripture

sin cast the first stone" {p. 120) •

11Let

him who is without

He concludes with the following:

"Is there a man here without sin? • • • • Is
there a person in the entire world without sin?
Even the sweetest, nicest prettiest whitehaired lady lives in sin. The child, beloved of
Christ, beautiful and close to God, stirs with
sin • • • • Sin is the refusal to accept God's
love and forgiveness. No man is denied that love,
and no man can open his being to it and not be
changed, in the direction of good. There is only
one power in the universe stronger than sin, and
that is the huge power and force of God's love
• • • • The way we prove we accept God's love
is by being like dod • • • • He has one quality
we can and should aspire to. Tbat qual:L ty is
forgiveness. God forgives" {pp. 120-121) �
After hearing this sermon Val says to Jackson, 11
I felt he was preaching at you" (p. 122).

1 during the sermon • • •

Paul is trying to teach Jackson

that he, too, is full of sin and that he must learn to forgive his fellow
man.

The

second act that begins the change in Jackson is Paul's saving

of a human life.

When a small boy is pinned beneath a car, Paul, almost

single-handedly, lifts the car to save him:
and surrounded the convertible.
headlights, but
who did it.
his body.

it

''Men and women ran to us

They grabbed fenders, door handles,

was Paul--his eyes closed, his shoulders hunched-

He got on his hands and knees under the bumper and raised
Muscles pulled in the back of his neck, and sweat rolled

from bulging veins in his temples.

The tires quivered and swung off

the ground" lP• 212).
11

Jackson acknowledged the good deed Paul has done:

1 stood a moment before I realized my hand was raised toward him" (p.

213).

As Val points out,

11

If he lives, Paul saved his life and not tne

doctors • • • • How can he be so good and bad at the same time?" (p. 217).
Paul's third action shows Jackson that man is highly capable of
extreme sacrifice for others.

Paul goes before the congregation hoping

for understanding and forgiveness; he plans to tell them the truth.
But the moment Caroline appears he realizes that if 11he saved himself,
or a part of himself, he would have to ruin other human beings.
would have to offer them up" {p. 317).

In a sense he becomes a Christ

fig ure, giving up so much to save Caroline and her daughters.
point Jackson begins to soften toward Paul:
off my mind.

He
At this

"I couldn't get preachers

I had this feeling tha� all over the world they were

being chased from pulpits and devoured.

It was a kind of slow cruci

fixion where they took our sins on themselves and then went not to a
wooden cross with honest nails but to the daily serving up of tneir
spiri ts as congregations dipped into and fed on them" (p. 323).

Finally,

because of Paul, Jackson finds that perhaps there is some goodness in
man after all:

"There was ugliness, I thought, always ugliness, but

under the muck was, perhaps, goodness too--at least a mustard seed of
it" (p. 329)•

For Jackson this is a large concession; his hopeless

attitude toward his fellow man begins to mellow.
Sutter, Val, and Paul all teach Jackson and make it possible for
him to be influenced further and changed by his son, Injun.

Described

as "a skinny, deadpan boy, 11 Injun 11 did not bloom as a child should but
was quiet, somber, ghostly" (pp. 53-54).

Jackson realizes that it is
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his fault that Injun is this way but does not try to change the situation.
Because of his own sadness he feels it difficult to establish a meaning
ful relationship with Injun:
him tnese last years.

"I thought how few hours I'd spent with

Many times, sunk in my own blackness, I had

turned away when he came to me.
(p. 154).

I hadn't wanted my misery interrupted"

And later he thinks, "He was a good boy, and I should have

somehow made him know I believed it • • • • He didn • t know how to
accept kindness.

That was my fault.

I'd been so busy with my own

private sadness tnat I hadn't anything left over for him 11 (p. 232).
Jackson does not want to make the effort to reach out and establish a
relationship with his son even though he knows that he should:

"I

could have called him into the office, and perhaps it would have been
the start of a relationship.

But I did not call. A relationship meant

exposing oneself, even to a son, and, as I'd learned, exposure meant
pain" (p. 160).
Jackson is not a good father and avoids and neglects his son:
didn't realize I'd been neglecting him.

11 He

Maybe he believed all fatners

were sonsofbitches like me" (p. 232). But even though their relation
ship is not a good one, Injun tries his best to please his father.
When Jackson puts Injun in charge of the store while he is out
investigating, Injun works hard to win his father's approval, but all
he manages to do is anger Jackson who further alienates his son:

him.

"These are a day's receipts?"
"Yes, sir." • • •
"What's on sale?" • • •
"Everything, 11 he said • • • •
"How can everything be on sale?" I asked
"I didn't change the prices," he said. He
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smiled.
"You can't have a sale unless you change the
prices," I told him.
"Down at the Progress Store tney do, 11 he
argued • • •
"They don't know any better down there," I
said • • • •
Injun backed off. I'd spoken more roughly
than I intended • • • •
His shoulders pulled in, his eyes down, he
walked to the front of the store • • • I felt
guilty. He was trying to please me, and I'd
jumped him • • • • His small face was like
Kitt•s, and for an instant it was as if she
were there • • • urging me to go to Injun and
at least put my hand on .his shoulder, to kneel
down maybe, to hug him. Injun • • • stayed wide
of me the rest of the afternoon, and I never did
put my hand on his shoulder (pp. 214-215).
Later in the novel Injun again tries to please Jackson by trying
to compete with the Progress Store.

Though just a boy he has been

forced into a man's job, and in his innocence he does things to dis
please his father.
a rage.

When Jackson sees what Injun has done, he goes into

This incident teaches Jackson something very important:

11

You

may think you're a hotshot salesman, but you're still a boy • • • • You
don't have much time to keep being a boy, so you better live right up
to the last minute" (p. 335).

Jackson re�izes that life is short.

He wants Injun to enjoy life before it is too late:

11 1

thought if

nothing else, I'd see he got all his boyhood" (p. 336).
By t.he end of the novel the reader feels .hopeful for Jackson.
From others he has learned some very valuable lessons in human com
passion, in human understanding, in human relationships, and in human
sacrifice.

Injun•s role becomes extremely significant here, for he

is the vehicle by which Jackson can once again establish a meaningful

human relationship which is exemplified by Jackson's finally reaching
out to his son.

Together they return to the river where they laugh

The river, of course, is symbolic as it is in such novels

and play.

as Ernest Hemingway's Farewell��-

It symbolizes Jackson's

baptism or rebirth into life, as he finally realizes:

11

1 grew sad

remembering • • • I bit down on my sadness. I thought that even pain
had goodness.

A dead man couldn't suffer.

To grieve, a man had to be

alive and care about somet.h:ing" (p. 336).

III
In

!

Death

initiates.
significant.

2f. Dreams

Gu y Di.on is the last of Hoffman I s older

As with many of Hoffman I s characters, Guy Dion's name is
Di.on or

11

die on" suggests the importance that old age

and the apl)roaoh of death will play in this novel.

In

! � £2!. &

A Walk to the River the reader finds that llthiJlgS
Head and --------

II

are not

right in the 1 ives of the two major characters, ,Angus Mccloud and
Jackson LeJolm.

Similarly, there is obviously somet··ng wrong in Guy•s

life, for he says, 111 must put my house in order. n7
indeed out of order.

The

11

Guy's world is

things" wrong in Guy's life and world bring

about his initiation, a spiritual initiation that does not become
apparent until the end of the novel.

His spiritual initiation and the

events of t.he entire novel are built around one important symbol--the
7william Hoffman, A Death of Dreams (New York: Ix>ubleday and
Company, Inc., 1973), p71. Allsubsequent quotes in this section will
come from this book unless otherwise indicated.
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mountain.

During the course of the novel Guy comes to many terribly

unpleasant self-realizations, which lead him to despair, but the
mountain, traditionally a symbol of hope, is always in the background.
The novel is tightly organized and balances like a see-saw with a
fulcrum in the center, the fulcrum being the turning point of the
novel.

When the novel begins the reader finds Guy being sent to a

sanitarium "to rest. 11

Once there he does not believe he belongs, because

people there are really "sick."
to a mental hospital.

He learns that he has been committed

All of the events that occur in this part of the

novel are to the left of the fulcrum.

Here Guy first observes humanity

around him but does not include himself in this group of desperate
broken lives; second, he realizes the differences between youth and age
,and though a little envious, not cynical or critical of youth); and
finally, he only begins to question his age.
Observing other patients Guy does not include himself in the group
of men at the hospital.

He feels he does not belong. In his first

meeting with the doctor Guy is asked about his alcohol consumption to
which he replie�,
21).

11

1 resent the implication. I'm not an alcoholic" (p.

Talking to another patient, Guy's hands begin to tremble, and

again he will not admit that there is something wrong with him:
1 don't mean to intrude into your personal
affairs," he said. "Frankly just a few weeks
ago I was shaky myself. Now look." • • •
"There's nothing wrong wit.h my hands,"
Guy said • • • • 11I 1 ve been under a strain lately.
Usually they're as steady as rocks • • • • occasionally
the terrible responsibilities of command weigh on me.
This past year I've had to work particularly hard."
"It's a crime the wa:y we wear ourselves out" (pp. 7211

73).
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When Sickles, a patient in the hospital, tells Guy about other
patients such as Emory, woo thinks words are alive and bore holes in the
brain, and Castro, who hears rhythms of the earth, Guy again demonstrates
that he observes but is not one with these men:

God, Guy thought, the

11

broken dreams here--the men moving across shards of broken dreams" (p.
Guy notices the broken life around him in the patient named Wheat:

101).

111 simply can't become used to the idea it's
all over for me. 11
1'What makes you think it• s all over?"
."Look at me. I'm a mess. And I can't seem
to stop crying. 11
11You 1 re just temporarily down. 11
11No, it's over, and the thought I'11 never
again make love to a beautiful woman devastates
me 11 lP• 106).

Also to the left of' the fulcrum, Guy expresses his attitude toward
youth.

When he first enters the hospital, he thinks about the young men

whom he has trained and left behind:
For an instant he resented the younger men.
They were certain they could carry tne load while he
was away. At the same time he was proud of his team.
He'd chosen so well, the company would function in
spite of his absence {p. 6).
In this segment of the novel Guy begins to think about his age,
because the doctor urges him to do so.

The doctor says, "At your age in

particular men feel the loss of their youth.
Who is ever going to die?" (p. 147).

So when Lucy, Guy's wife, comes to

visit him he starts questioning his age:
11Are
110f

we old?" he asked.
course not. 11

We are young and inunortal.

L

11.And

used up?"
"Don't even think that. 11
11 Then why are we acting like this? 11 {p. 135).
Always in the background of this section of the novel is the mountain:
"Shadows had begun to stretch, and separating tne mountain from a single
dark cloud behind it was difficult" (p. 52). References to the mountain
are constant:
take shape.

11

He watched the mist burn off and the form of t.he mountain

It was a lighter green than usual. Small white forms moved

on the side of it, perhaps sheep. As the air brightened, the mountain

The importance and significance of

became more richly green 11 {p. 108) •

the mountain, which will become increasingly evident at the end of the
novel, begin to become apparent:

11

He put on his clean pajamas, crossed

to the window, and again looked at the mountain.

He was drawn [italics

mine] to it as if like smoke he were becoming dispersed and would waft
to it through the screen" (p. 109) •
Not only is there const t reference to the mountain (which signifies
its importan ce), but it is also at the very turning point (or fulcrum) of
the novel.

When the reader reaches this turning point, he is greatly

aware of it, because the conversation that the reader overhears between

Guy and the doctor comes as quite a shock:
111

can't spend all my time looking at the
mountain."
"You dislike mountains, do you? ••••
What does the mountain make you think of?"
"It doesn't make me think of anything."
"Surely you have associations."
11 No. 11
11You simply stare at it with no thought?"
"I •m kept in my room. I have to look at
something•11
"Do you feel sadness?"

l
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"I feel anger I'm being held • • • • "
"Ask yourself a question," 'Cletus said.
"Why do you see a mountain? 11
"I don• t know what you mean. 11
"The mountain you mentioned. From your
room or any room it can't be seen. I regret to
say it's not there" {p. 148).
On this shocking revelation the entire novel pivots.

Though he

never admits it to the doctors, Guy begins to feel a kinship with the
broken, desperate men of the hospital.

A key statement is made by

Montjoy, a fellow patient who is a minister:
I grow weary and discouraged.
be broken for God.

"I despair occasionally.

I've reached the conclusion a man has to

It's the wisdom of my years.

God must throw a man

down and break him in order to pick him up and make

him

whole with love 11

(p. 204).
Guy Will become desperate; he will be "broken, 11 but he will search
for the element that will make
feels Guy 1 s despair.

him

11

whole." First, however, the reader

His sufferings begin to show when he encounters

Lotte, a woman with whom he was once in love, and who 11rnore than anything
• • • represented his youth" (p. 232). When he finds that she,
in the hospital, he makes plans to meet her.

On

too,

is

seeing her again after

many years he is "saddened to think what had happened to them--w.hat both
of them had become" (p. 24].).

Here the reader realizes that Guy is

counting himself among the group of broken lives, as he reveals to Lotte
in the following conversation:
"You and I in a place like t.his • • • • 11
Lotte, Lotte, Guy thought, what had happened
to the dreams? • • •
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":E.'verything's breaking apart, 11 he said.
1 1 No ., it's not that bad. 11
11You and I here."
"This mu.st be your first trip. You'll get
used to it • • •"
"Like jalopies we lose bits and pieces of
ourselves along the way."
"I'm no jalopy. 11
"Like old Fords and Chevys we drop the parts 11
(pp. 242-245).
Lotte causes his despair to surface:

"He had never been one to allow

pessimism or despair to possess him.

All his life he'd believed in work,

reward� and above all, hope, but now because of Lotte he felt helpless
and used up" (p. 247).

When Guy begins to visualize Lotte in his mind,

the reader realizes his great despair:

"She ca.me apart, causing pieces

to fall through space--an arm, a breast, her stocking covering a skeleton
bone, her grin blooming from a toothless mouth" (p. 249). And later he
sees her "eyeless sockets" and her

11

flesh dropped away, and a skeleton

ran among yellow flowers" (pp. 252-253).
In this state he no longer only questions his old age, but is
certain of it:
'We 're old, Lucy. 11
•rwe are not old. We• re middle-aged."
"Recently I've felt over the hill. 11
11You 1 re not, and I'm not. 11
11 Do you ever think of dying?"
11 No and I hope you don't either. 11
''Recently I've thought of it 11 (p. 248).
1

And later in the novel when he catches a glimpse of himself in the mirror
he sees "his bristled face ., the skin loose, creased, and pallid. His
graying hair was spit-curled against his brow. Old man, he thought.
You old man" (p. 299).

When Guy confronts Bart Brevet, the younger man
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in his office, Guy finally admits to himself that he is sick and old:
11

Why I am sick, he thought.

I'm sick and old and finished" (p. 297).

Not only does Guy begin to realize that he belongs with the broken
men around him and that he is old, but he also has a change in attitude
concerning youth.

Before he felt slight envy for youth, but now he feels

betrayed by youth--youth that cannot understand the dreams he had.

Montjoy,

the minister, says that ''man has to be broken to the final truth that all
life is betrayal and loss" (p. 251).

Guy believes that he is betrayed

by his son, by t.he young men he leaves behind at work, and by his own
youth that he finds could not last forever.

An important character that

the reader meets in this part of the novel is Barney Moon.

B:arney is an

old war buddy who, like Lotte, represents to Guy his own youth and 11in
a sense Barney was himself" (p. 159).

Barney, too, is in the hospital

and when they secretly get together and discuss old times, Barney expresses
much of the sentiment that Guy is feeling:
"They been trying to wipe us out with booze,
depressions, and wars, but we're still here • • • •
Jesus, we had dreams didn't we? • • • They blame
us for everything, but we knew how to dream," Barney
said. 11 I just hope I'm around long enough to see
the younger generation get its frying" (p. 166).
Barney continues:
"They think they won't grow old, and they want
you to die • • • • Well, life 1 11 sizzle them. They
t.hink it won't but they'll be French fried. I just
hope I'm around. No I don•t, 11 he said, 111 don't
want to see anybody hurt, even the little sonsof
bitches • • • We had dreams • • • • The little snots
don• t understand dreams. We went to war and died so
they could betray and deliver us up • • • • " {pp. 169170).
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"They kick us around these days, but we were
a better generation • • • '' (p. 171).
When Guy escapes from tne hospital near the end of the novel and
calls his son, DeWitt, for assistance, Guy's feelings of betrayal by his
son bring about a realization that each new generation betrays the old.
When father and son are together, Guy discusses his plans for the future
for his son, telling DeWitt where he should start in his company; however,
DeWitt has ideas of his own. De�itt wants a life of his own, not one
planned out by his father:

"Didn't you ever do what just you wanted--

I mean leaving other people out?" (p. 285). His father later responds,
"I hope one of these days when you have a son he doesn't betray you" (p.
287).

Ironically, Guy has done the same to his own father as DeWitt

points out:
"What about your father? Didn't you betray
him?"
Guy sat back and closed his eyes. The
terrible thing was that these young ones were
right. They were as wrong as anybody could be,
but they were also right. Guy saw a truth-
each generation would find its own foolishness
and glory.
"There was no other way, 11 Guy said.
11He was your father." • • •
11 I had plans," Guy said.
11 You were coming
into the company, and I was going to turn over
my life to you. 11
"I want my own life, not yours. Try to
understand" (pp. 287-288).
Again Guy makes reference to the dreams that he had as a youth that now,
too, have betrayed him:

You go on, but remember t.his.

11

I did, your mother did, and our generation did.

We had dreams.

We had great dreams"

(p. 288). As Montjoy says, "The greatestpain is the death of dreams" (p. 247).
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Guy's own dreams have died.
Guy also feels betrayed by t.ne men in his office.

While Guy was in

the hospital, one of the younger men in the company, Bart Brevet,
managed to take over the multi-million dollar company that Guy had built
by having Guy sign pa ers giving him total control of the company.

Guy,

however, does not realize what he has done and the -.extent to which Bart
has taken over.

When Guy finds out, he�ain feels betrayed.

Guy con

fronts Bart,w:ho makes him realize the truth of the situation:
11 Guy, Guy, you stand there about to come apart
and try to blame me for saving the organization you
almost ran into the ground. You damn near busted
the whole works. 11
Bart spoke strongly but not angrily or cruelly.
He had the analytical mind, and his copper-flecked
eyes ran over Guy as if appraising a piece of
machinery. In so doing, he made Guy see .himself.
Why I am sick, he thought • • • (p. 297).

Guy wanted to tell Bart that he, too, ·, 'Nl'.>uld grow old and would be
"betrayed and broken 11 (p. 298) •
The mountain continues to lurk in the background.
seem at first to be something imagined by a sick man.

The mountain may
But the constant

repetition of the mountain makes the reader realize that the author
intended it to be much more.
about the mountain:
main hall" (p. 156).
(p. 179).

There are many references to Guy's thinking

"Thinking of the mountain, Guy walked through the
At another time 11he watched the shimmering mountain 11

In a conversation with his doctor the connection between

Guy's youth and the mountain becomes apparent:
"Do you still see your mountain?" • • •
11 1 see it.
Other people have seen it too. 11
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"What other people?"
"Barney Moon. 11
"Ah, Mr. Moon. And the mountain's always
there?"
11.Almost always. 11
"You mean sometimes it isn't."
"Atmospheric conditions vary."
"Of course. Does the mountain mean anything
special to you?"
11No."
"Weren't you born among mountains?"
"I didn't live there long."
"Still a feeling of nostalgia perhaps or
thoughts of lost youth."
11 I don't tnink about my youth."
"And you're not worried about dying?"
11No more than you are. 11
11But I am.
I tnink of it quite often" {p. 194).
It is no great surprise to the reader, then, that feeling old and
u.se.d up and betrayed from every direction, Guy goes to the mountains in
search of his father. He knew that "something was unfinished" \P• 306).
ln the mountains he might yet be able to set things right between himself
and his father:

"Perhaps a moment remained in which they could reach

out and touch one another • • • • What would he say to his father?"
{pp. 308 and 311).

When Guy reaches the old mining town where he hopes

to find his father, there is no one left but an old man who refuses to
leave the "ghost town." The old man knew Guy's father, and Guy learns
from tne old man t.hat his father, too, was a dreamer. Guy stays with
the old man and that night as he lies in bed he thinks,

11

It 1 s over for

me • • • • Like the town I am dead • • • • It's finished for me, he
thought, and the finality of this knowledge seemed as if it would still
his life.

Like a child he cried, his fingers over and in his mouth

to choke the noise" (pp. 323-324).

The reader at this point is ready

to feel total hopelessness for Guy, but the next paragraph lets one know
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that this novel will not end in despair:
At the same time a part of him declined to
let go • • • • He had never quit, though many
times there was reason to. As each man has
reason to, he thought, yet lifts himself for
another crazy, gallant stride into--what? • • •
I decline to quit. In the morning I'll
stand from this place to find my father (p. 324).
Here Hoffman employs a technique that .he oi-ten uses in his novels. He
ends with a statement that began the novel, a statement which allows the
reader to know that Guy will go on.

Guy thinks, "After we're reconciled,

I'll think of ways to put 5r. house !E_ �" • • • (p. 324). Again the
symbol of the mountain, the return of hope, looms in the background:
"He looked at frosted mountains behind them" (pp. 324-325).
Not until the last paragraph of the novel is tne reader made totally
aware of the significance of Guy's search for his father.

It is no

longer merely a search for his biological father; it becomes a search
for his spiritual father.
one sure of this fact:

The connotative words that Hoffman uses make

"Listing, he hobbled across the cindered street

to the rusty, weed-clad tracks and followed them and the dove-colored
stream from the town and along the shadowed valley" (p. 325).

Symbolically,

Guy is getting on the right moral "tracks." He follows these tracks and
the Holy Ghost (dove) to rebirth (symbolized by the stream).
valley, of course ., is reminiscent of the Bible verse,

11

Shadowed

Though I walk

through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil."
Guy ., at the end of the novel, is moving toward moral salvation.
In this novel Hoffman creates an older initiate who for the first time
questions what he has achieved in life; Guy believes that the best part
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of his life is over, and .he begins to think about death.

This character,

Guy Dion, is taken from a very commercial life to the verge of a spiritual,
moral solution.

Hoffman himself says that "life itself teaches and

shapes"; Guy does not arrive at "answers through thought but through
life itself. Life itself .has purpose.•�

These three novels, then, give the reader a glimpse of man at .his
best--man sacrificing, growing, giving, and surviving. In Yancey's�
one sees sacrifice for others and good come from corruption.

----

These traits

are also found in A Walk to the River, but Hoffman takes tne novel one
step further and shows one the importance of human relationships. And
finally, the reader comes to! Death£! Dreams. Perhaps this title
indicates a death of Hoffman's own dreams but with this death of dreams
comes the reality of man's ability to keep going.

Several characters

are instrumental in making Guy see reality,among them his son and Bart
Brevet. Reality forces Guy to examine his commerical, materialistic
life and what it means.

Though he seems totally defeated--.his business

gone, his money depleted, his family in turmoil--he will not give up,
thus showing man's willingness to keep searching for something to put
meaning in his life.

8personal interview with William Hoffman, 6 March 1980.

Conclusion
If the reader carefully examines Hoffman's novels in the order in
which they were written, he will notice the progression of the protagonist
from extremely pessimistic to highly optimistic, indicating the change
in Hoffman's own attitudes toward life.

Hoffman's most negative character

is Tod Young in ���Yellow � (who, unlike the rest of the
protagonists, does not complete an initiation); his most positive prota
gonist is Guy Dion in

!

Death of Dreams.

The process from Tod to Guy is

a gradual one, but one which took Hoffman fifteen years to come to.
Tod Young is the bleakest of protagonists because he does not grow
or change as a result of his experiences.

He cannot be initiated because

he is the same at the end of the novel as he is in the beginning--lacking
confidence and self respect and totally dependent on others.
Tyree Shelby, on the other hand, grows as a result of his ordeals
and loses his innocence and naivety.
man's pains and sufferings.

He learns about man's innate evil,

At the novel's end he keeps from inflicting

more pain by sacrificing for someone he loves, thus revealing the man
that he has become.
In his third novel,

!

Place

f2!:. & Head,

Hoffman wavers, for Angus,

though older, goes through an initiation, but it is short-lived.

For a

while, anyway, Angus grows and changes because of his relationship with
a woman.

But Hoffman is not ready to let his protagonist make a positive

statement about life or man, so Angus ends as he begins.
Hoffman believes that�� Mountains is a pessimistic novel
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as the title might indicate,1 and, indeed, the book ends with the death
of one of the protagonists, James MacGlaughlin.

But death is not always

a negative occurren:e, and the reader may feel more positive about the
protagonists and what happens to them than Hoffman intends.

James

dies, but what he leaves behind is so positive and strong that those around
him will be better for having known him, and Paul is among those who
have profited from their association with James.

Paul will go on and be

a greater man--stronger, more responsible, and more responsive.

Though

James dies at novel's end, he dies still fighting, showing how indestructible
is the human will.

The reader goes away feeling good about mankind and

his ability to keep fighting in the face of adversity, and James
MacGlaughlin, in a sense, will never die but live on in men like Paul.
The remaining three novels are increasingly optimistic.

Again the

reader sees a novel that ends with death in Yancey's War, but Yancey's
death is not negative because of the positive influence it has on Charles.
Yancey helps Charles in his initiation by showing him that all men, no
matter how corrupt they may become, have some degree of good in them.
So Yancey, in his hour of greatest fear, dies in his attempt to save
the lives of others.
a hero.

The person whom the reader least expects becomes

Hoffman begins to make some optimistic observation about mankind.

Perhaps there is hope, for we all play many different roles in life and,
thus, are all potential Yanceys.

-------

In A Walk to the River Jackson LeJohn's initiation is one of reawakening, and the reader feels happy when he leaves Jackson.
1Personal interview with William Hoffman, 9 October 1979.

Here is
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a life that has been saved through the influence of others; thus the novel
stresses the importance of human relationships--that these relationships
are what make life worth living.
Hoffman's last protagonist, Guy Di.on in!::,_ Death

2£ Dreams,

leaves

one hopeful for humanity though the title would indicate otherwise.
Dreams die and reality steps in, but this reality causes Guy to seek
something more precious:

spiritual salvation.

Q;uy has had everything

in life to consider himself a success--a thriving business, wealth,
influence--yet something is missing.

One feels hopeful that he will

find what he is searching for Py leaving his exceedingly commercial,
materialistic __li:Ce--a Source greater than himself which perhaps is the
very essence of life.
Hoffman's protagonists, then, advance from a character who is
sitting stationary waiting to die to one who is on the move, seeking and
searching; in other words, they move from inaction to action.

These

protagonists--innocent, corrupt, weak, genteel, determined, strong, kind,
stubborn--are what make Hoffman's novels so readable; the reader can
find many of the same qualities in himself.

But perhaps what makes them

so interesting is the human relationships involved, for we are never
isolated beings, and what affects us affects others, and their influence
can be both positive and negative.

One can only wonder what Hoffman has

planned for his next protagonist, but if it follows the trend, one can
guess that he (the reader) will feel good about this character and the
people who are associated with him.
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